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ABSTRACT 
REPRESENTIN’ FOR LATINO STUDENTS: 
CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGIES, TEACHER IDENTITIES, AND 
THE PREPARATION OF TEACHERS FOR URBAN SCHOOLS 
SEPTEMBER 2005 
JASON G. IRIZARRY, B.A., SIENA COLLEGE 
M.A., STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK AT ALBANY 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by Professor Sonia Nieto 
This dissertation critically examines the autobiographies of ten teachers identified using 
the community nomination method (Foster, 1991) as exemplary teachers of Latino 
students to make recommendations for teacher preparation programs preparing educators 
to work in urban schools. The study is informed by postmodern understandings of culture 
and identity and draws heavily from Hip-Hop/Urban culture—a site from which, I argue, 
many urban students draw to create their identities. A review of the literature regarding 
culturally responsive pedagogies demonstrates the need for teachers to affirm students’ 
cultural identities but also highlights the focus much of the research in this area places on 
race, thus, possibly contributing to a reification of singular aspects of students’ identities. 
This study seeks to expand the discourse by forwarding cultural connectedness as a 
framework for practicing culturally responsive pedagogies in ways that do not 
essentialize culture and are informed by the multiple sites from which students draw to 
create hybrid cultural identities. It also stresses the potential for teachers who are not 
members of the same racial or ethnic group as their students to become “culturally 
connected” and improve their practice. Postmodernism and Hip/Hop-Urban culture 
vi 
informed the creation of Represent(ations), a hybrid methodology I created to employ in 
this dissertation. The findings suggest that teacher preparation programs need to be 
reconceptualized to include, in addition to content knowledge, a specific focus on teacher 
identity development and restructured by making changes to the curriculum, recruiting 
and retaining more pre-service candidates of color, and diversifying teacher preparation 
faculty to include teacher educators of color and those with teaching experiences in urban 
settings. Transforming urban teacher preparation based on this research has the potential 
to cultivate more teachers who “represent” for Latino students. 
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CHAPTER 1 
REPRESENTIN’ FOR LATINO STUDENTS 
Overview of the Study 
During an interview with Stevo (Pseudonyms are used throughout this dissertation 
to protect the privacy of the participants.), a Puerto Rican student at Vocational High 
School, I asked why he thought his teacher, Mr. Talbert, was effective. He responded, 
“He’s Black, but he be representin’ for Latinos too. He’s like... B latino!” His innovative 
use of the term “Blatino” was entertaining, but also gets at issues of teacher identity in 
relation to culturally responsive teaching. The word itself, a mixture of Black and Latino, 
reflects the hybrid nature of culture and identity appropriated by the teacher. The term 
“represent” is a verb that literally means to stand up for somebody else. According to 
Webster’s New World Dictionary and Thesaurus, it also means “to be the equivalent of, 
to act in place of, and to serve as an example of ” (Agnes, 2002). Among urban youth the 
word means even more. It connotes a sense of camaraderie and a belief that others are 
equally invested in their lives. People can “represent” based on social factors such as 
shared group membership or geographic location (Ebonics Dictionary, 2000). 
Stevo, like so many Latino students in urban schools across the country, struggled 
academically, and during a follow-up interview with the teacher, I learned that Stevo had 
dropped out of school. In one of our many conversations, Stevo shared that Mr. Talbert 
was the only teacher who understood him, and Mr. Talbert’s class was the only class he 
was interested in and in which he performed well. While there are probably many factors 
that contributed to Stevo’s decision to quit school, one can’t help but wonder if the 
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outcome of his educational career might have been different had more teachers been able 
to “represent”? 
According to my analysis of the data in my pilot study (Irizarry, 2004), Mr. 
Talbert was able to represent for Latino students in several ways including having a 
community connection, supporting the use of a variety of language forms in the 
classroom discourse, and integrating rap music into his lessons. He allowed for the 
culture of the classroom to be socially constructed and negotiated by all of the 
participants (Gee, 1999). As a result, in the study urban youth culture, a hybridized 
identity category (Besley, 2002; Yon, 2000) that transcended racial and class lines, 
emerged as a salient aspect of identity for Latino students. According to Mr. Talbert, his 
pedagogical approach was informed by his own culture and by his knowledge of the 
sociocultural realities of the local community gained through active participation in the 
life of the community. I concluded that, as a result of his experiences, Mr. Talbert had 
developed what I refer to as a culturally connected teacher identity (Irizarry, 2004). That 
is, he didn’t stop being African American, but rather he constructed a socioculturally 
situated identity (Gee, 1999) that was connected to the cultural backgrounds of the 
students with whom he worked. 
I was intrigued by the way this teacher in particular was able to connect with his 
Puerto Rican students and support them in their academic and personal growth. The 
insight shared by the teacher and the student participants in the pilot study and the ways 
issues of culture were addressed, negotiated, and used as an important part of the teacher- 
student relationship made me re-examine my understanding of culturally responsive 
pedagogy. That is, it made me challenge the more formulaic aspects of culturally 
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responsive practice and think about how static notions of culture and identity were 
insufficient for understanding the hybrid identities that were adopted by the teacher and 
his students. It also prompted me to reflect on my work as a teacher educator. For 
example, how can teacher educators prepare pre-service teachers to practice pedagogy 
that is culturally responsive for students of color in a way that does not essentialize the 
students’ cultures and reflects an understanding of the hybrid nature of culture and 
identity? 
I use my analysis of Stevo’s response and Mr. Talbert’s teaching practices as 
informed by a culturally connected teacher identity as a point of departure to highlight the 
importance of making connections - which are often rooted in insiders’ cultural 
knowledge - to improve the academic success of Latino students. Stevo’s voice 
underscores that culturally responsive pedagogy is about more than what teachers need to 
know but also involves who they need to be and who they need to continuously become. 
In my review, I have found few studies that have addressed the role of identity 
development and teacher socialization on the practice of culturally responsive pedagogy 
and even fewer which include the experiences of teachers of color. This study seeks to 
contribute to the field by documenting the evolution of culturally connected identities by 
critically examining the biographies of a group of culturally connected teachers, 
including Latino and African American teachers, who work with Latino students in urban 
schools. My hope is that this research project will bring new perspectives to the practice 
of culturally responsive pedagogy, the formation of culturally connected teacher 
identities, and the work of teacher educators who prepare pre-service teachers to meet the 
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challenges of working in urban schools. Addressing issues of teacher identity may help 
produce more teachers who can “represent” for Latino students. 
Statement of the Problem 
The demographic characteristics of the United States in general and schools in 
particular are changing. The number of students of color is growing significantly, while 
the number of teachers of color is not mirroring this trend. Currently, 88% of all teachers 
are White, yet students of color comprise approximately 40% of the school-aged 
population (Archer, 2000). Almost half of all of the nation’s public schools have no 
teachers of color as members of the faculty, meaning that many students will complete 
school without ever having a teacher of color (Jordan-Irvine, 2003). Most teachers have 
life stories and experiences that are drastically different from those of students of color. 
As a result, what often emerges is a cultural discontinuity between the teacher and the 
student (Delpit, 1995, Howard, 1999) that reflects those differences. Teachers “may 
unknowingly and unintentionally marginalize some students from the content that 
students are expected to learn” if they are unaware of how their own biographies impact 
their relationships with students and shape the overall classroom culture (Powell, 1997). 
Biographies are influenced by factors such as race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, and language, and are reflective of the spectrum of experiences that give 
definition to our worldviews. Examining teacher biographies can help teachers learn 
more about themselves and inform their practice with their students (Nieto, 2003b). 
In my pilot study, which examined the teaching practice of an African American 
teacher with his Puerto Rican students, I discovered that culturally connected teacher 
identities are a central component of practicing culturally responsive pedagogy in a way 
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that doesn’t reify race or essentialize culture (Irizarry, 2004). The notion of what I call 
cultural connectedness extends the current discourse regarding culturally responsive 
pedagogy by creating a framework for understanding the fluidity of culture and the 
variety of ways that members of a cultural group express their cultural identities. The 
development of a culturally connected identity is active and constant. It requires teachers 
to go out into various cultural communities as opposed to just waiting for the students to 
“bring their cultures” to class. A culturally connected framework does not conceptualize 
culture solely in terms of ethnic characteristics of a specific group. Rather, it takes into 
account the development of hybrid identities that emerge as a result of members of 
various cultural communities negotiating their identities and forging new socioculturally 
situated identities (Gee, 1999; Yon, 2000). It also highlights the potential for teachers 
who are not members of the same racial or ethnic group as their students to become 
“connected” and improve their practice. 
Although teachers cannot change the culture into which they were bom and 
raised, they can gain a better understanding of their own culture, those of their students, 
and the historical relationship between the two and, I argue, become culturally connected. 
Teachers can then use their cultural connectedness to inform their teaching practices and 
make them more responsive to the cultural identities of students. Because our biographies 
are constantly evolving, another goal of this study is to examine how teacher educators 
can influence the experiences, and hence the biographies, of pre-service teachers so that 
they develop connections to the cultures of their students that inform their teaching 
practice. 
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Despite the fact that the number of people of color in the United States is 
increasing, the demographic characteristics of teacher preparation programs nationally 
indicate that the teaching force will not become significantly more diverse in the near 
future. Gary Howard (1999) responded to this dilemma in his book. We Can’t Teach 
What We Don ’t Know: White Teachers, Multiracial Schools. His work addresses the need 
for White teachers to learn more about the experiences of students of diverse 
backgrounds. It also calls for teachers to transform the curriculum and their practice to 
better meet the needs of students of color. Addressing the preparation of teachers is an 
important issue, but equally important is an examination of who is preparing our teachers. 
The racial composition of the faculty of most teacher preparation programs mirrors that 
of teachers in public schools. The majority of faculty members in teacher preparation 
programs are White, and most have had little or no experience working in urban schools 
(Ladson-Billings, 2001). Yet, these are the individuals charged with preparing teachers to 
be effective with students in urban schools who are often culturally, economically, and 
linguistically different from themselves. Regardless of who is entering the teaching 
profession or who is preparing them, teachers must be prepared to work with students of 
all backgrounds. This study also aims to add the perspective of teachers of color to the 
discourse on multicultural teacher preparation by critically examining their biographies, 
biographies that will bring new voices and important perspectives into the discussion. 
Much of the effort to address issues of diversity in teacher education programs 
has focused on adding a course on multicultural education or requiring students to 
participate in field experiences in diverse settings (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). This 
supplemental approach to preparing teachers to work in diverse settings has been 
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tokenistic and it misses a concerted effort to make multicultural education permeate 
teacher preparation curriculum (Goodwin, 1997; Vavrus, 2002b; Villegas & Lucas, 
2002). Furthermore, when these experiences take place without “an analysis of racism, 
examinations of social positionality, and research into racialized autobiographies, White 
teacher education students may actually leave a diverse field site with reinforced 
stereotypes” (Vavrus, 2002b, p. 96). 
As researchers and teacher educators address the integration of multicultural 
education within teacher preparation programs, it is also important to examine how 
teacher educators use multicultural education courses to help influence the development 
of teacher identities to guide their practice. I have observed that many White, middle- 
class students in suburban schools are often taught by teachers who live in their 
communities or communities similar to theirs. Their experiences as White, middle-class 
people can result in teachers having similar biographies as their students. These 
similarities can inform their teacher identities and possibly make their practice more 
culturally responsive. But because students of color in urban schools are often taught by 
teachers who don’t live in their communities and rarely share aspects of their biographies, 
teaching practices in this context can often be viewed by students as incongruent. I don’t 
think the solution is as simple as having all teachers who work in urban schools live in 
the communities in which they work. However, in my pilot study, having a connection to 
these communities emerged as a salient aspect of pedagogy that students cited as 
culturally responsive (Irizarry, 2004). This dissertation explores how teachers whose 
biographies do not overlap with their students can nevertheless be effective practitioners 
if they make cultural connections. This study specifically seeks to inform the preparation 
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of teachers who work with students of color in urban settings, where many of the teachers 
may be unprepared to meet the demands of working with students of diverse backgrounds 
(Noguera, 2003; Valli & Rennert-Ariev, 2000; Yeo, 1997). This dissertation also 
explores how fluid conceptions of culture and identity can help inform teaching practices 
and make them more responsive to the needs of students of color in urban schools. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to examine the evolution and development of 
“culturally connected” identities among a select group of teachers in one urban school 
district, and to explore how they became more responsive to their students. Thus, the 
study documents and analyzes the biographies of study participants to explore how they 
have become or are becoming culturally connected. 
To become a multicultural educator who practices culturally responsive 
pedagogy, one must first become a multicultural person (Nieto, 2004). Nieto argues that 
becoming multicultural is a process of self-transformation that involves learning more 
about oneself and others, confronting personal biases, and learning to examine issues 
from a variety of perspectives (Nieto, 2000b). I add that becoming culturally connected is 
part of the process of becoming a multicultural educator. A sociocultural perspective that 
acknowledges the fluid nature of culture informs the development of culturally connected 
teacher identities. With this understanding, teachers can use the knowledge gained to 
respond to the academic and cultural needs of students in a way that does not essentialize 
the students’ culture. 
In order to improve the quality of education in urban schools, institutions of 
higher education need to address teacher identity development as an important aspect of 
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educator preparation. With this in mind, this dissertation addresses several goals. First, 
using a hybrid methodology that I term Represent(ations) (Discussed in Chapter 3), it 
critically examines the biographies of a select group of culturally connected teachers and 
documents the evolution of their teacher identities. Second, the study explores the role of 
teacher identity development in more general terms in the practice of culturally 
responsive pedagogy for students of color in urban schools. Finally, I discuss the 
implications of this research for teacher education in preparing pre-service teachers to 
practice culturally responsive pedagogy in diverse classrooms. This dissertation is guided 
by three broad questions: 
1. What does it mean to be culturally connected, and how does the theoretical 
conceptualization of culture in this framework relate to culturally responsive pedagogy? 
2. How do culturally connected teachers construct their biographies and use that 
knowledge to inform their teaching practices? 
3. What are the implications of the culturally connected framework for institutions of 
higher education that prepare teachers? How can research examining the biographies of 
current classroom teachers influence policies and practices in higher education to better 
prepare future teachers to meet the educational needs of students of color in urban 
schools? 
Highlighting the Autobiographies of Teachers of Color 
This study will examine the experiences of both White teachers and teachers of 
color to explore the concept of cultural connectedness. Teachers of color represent a 
small percentage of teachers in public schools and teacher preparation programs. There 
are relatively few studies in the body of literature regarding improving the multicultural 
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education of teachers that systematically studied the experiences of teachers of color (and 
specifically Latino teachers) to inform the practice of teacher preparation. However, it is 
extremely important to foreground their voices because teachers of color bring many 
benefits to the classroom that go beyond their racial or ethnic identification. For example, 
Nieto (1999) found that teachers of color have often experienced marginalization and 
alienation in their own schooling and can relate to students of color in ways that White 
teachers cannot. Irvine (2003) contends that many teachers of color serve as cultural 
translators and cultural brokers for culturally diverse students. She writes. 
They tend to be knowledgeable, sensitive, and comfortable with students’ 
language, style of presentation, community values, traditions, rituals, legends, 
myths, history, symbols, and norms. Using their cultural expertise, they help 
students make appropriate adaptations for and transitions into mainstream culture 
(p.55-56). 
Just as many teachers of color have valuable insight into the cultures of their 
students and serve as cultural translators for students of color in public k-12 classrooms, 
they also have much to share with the higher education community. All teachers were 
once students. Teachers who were educated in urban districts and teach in similar settings 
now can provide a unique perspective into the preparation of teachers. They have not 
only experienced education as students, but they have also formally studied it as a 
discipline as pre-service teachers. Having metaphorically seen both sides of the fence, 
they can bridge the proverbial theory/practice gap to which many teachers refer and serve 
as cultural brokers in more than one sense of the word. Since many teacher educators lack 
experience in urban settings, adding the perspectives of teachers of color from urban 
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settings also provides teacher educators with an opportunity to inform their practice based 
on diverse voices from the field. 
I conducted in depth interviews with a diverse group of teachers identified 
through the community nomination method (Foster, 1991) as exemplary teachers of 
Latino students. By examining the perspectives and biographies of highly effective 
teachers, I hoped to document how these teachers developed the professional knowledge 
and personal dispositions that have shaped their work. Examining the multicultural 
preparation of teachers from the perspective of diverse, highly effective urban teachers 
will offer new insights into teacher preparation. Much of the literature regarding teacher 
preparation and diversity takes a deficit perspective, addressing the shortcomings of 
White teachers working with students of color (Howard, 1999; Swartz, 2003 Tettegah, 
1996). This study is different in that the teachers, both White and non-White, can be said 
to “represent” for Latino students in various ways. They believe that “representin’” 
involves, among other things, “bringing Latino students from the margins to the 
mainstream” (Interview with William Soto), “addressing issues of power with Latino 
students in a way that is meaningful and empowering for them” (Interview with Marcus 
Cumming), “speaking up for Latino students when there is injustice or if they need 
support” (Interview with Jennifer Helmsley), and “trying to make connections to Latino 
culture even if [one is] not Latino” (Interview with Crystal Castro). Informing the 
preparation of teachers by studying the biographies of teachers identified as exemplary 
teachers of Latino students may improve the preparation of current and future teachers 
who work with Latino students in urban schools. 
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Methodology/ Research Design 
This research project builds on my prior research exploring teacher identity and 
the practice of culturally responsive pedagogy (Irizarry, 2004). Using that knowledge as a 
foundation for this current examination of teacher identity, I interviewed ten teachers 
who were identified using the “community nomination” method (Foster, 1991), an 
approach used in a similar research project conducted by Ladson-Billings (1994), to 
identify exemplary teachers of Latino students. This approach entails “relying upon 
community members and community-sanctioned vehicles (for example, community 
newspapers and organizations) in order to judge people, places, and things within their 
own settings” (p. 147). I interviewed employees of local community-based organizations 
dedicated to serving the Latino community, employees of the local urban public school 
district, parents from the community, and faculty members from two area colleges who 
work closely with the local school district. My position as a resident of the city and 
employee at a local college has helped me gain access to these individuals and 
organizations. 
My goal is to document, critically analyze, understand, and share the ways that 
the teachers in the study developed teacher identities that informed their practice with 
Latino students in an urban school district in the northeast. In addition, I explored the 
implications that the experiences of the teachers in this study have for the way that 
institutions of higher education prepare teachers. 
I also used data gathered through interviews to create what I am calling 
Represent(ations), which are similar to ethnographic case studies, a methodology used by 
other teacher educators in the field of multicultural education such as Nieto (2004). (This 
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approach is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.) All of the participants were 
interviewed using a series of open-ended questions using aspects of guidelines for 
interviewing outlined by Seidman (1998). The goal of qualitative research is not 
necessarily to prove that a phenomenon exists. Rather, according to Patton (1990), 
qualitative research helps us to understand a situation and the particular context under 
which it unfolds. He contends that the understanding gained by the researcher is the goal 
and not the ability to generalize the findings to predict future behaviors. Qualitative 
research highlights “what it means for the participants to be in that setting, what their 
lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks 
like in that particular setting” (Patton, 1990). Therefore, I do not plan to utilize the 
Represent(ations) with the goal of generalizing the experiences of the participants in the 
study to other, similar individuals. Rather, I do so to paint a portrait that might allow 
others to gain insight into the complexities of teacher identity development and culturally 
responsive teaching. 
Yin (1994) defines the case method as an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context. The case study approach has a 
long tradition in education research and is widely utilized in the preparation of pre¬ 
service teachers. Drawing upon case study research to create the Represent(ations) 
allowed me to document the diverse biographies of the teachers in the study. In turn, 
these stories aim to provide a glimpse into the process of developing a culturally 
connected identity and acquiring the knowledge necessary to identify and address the 
needs of students of color in urban schools. 
Case studies are often used as teaching tools in the preparation and professional 
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development of teachers (Rand & Shelton-Colangelo, 2003; Shulman & Mesa-Bains, 
1993). The value of case studies in teacher preparation is underscored by Villegas and 
Lucas (2002) who note: 
Teaching cases can be used to engage future teachers in examining their own 
beliefs and assumptions about the roles of schools and teachers in society, about 
the nature of knowledge, teaching, and learning, and about students from diverse 
backgrounds. They can also give prospective teachers access to the details and 
complexities of culturally responsive teaching while they are still in the 
college/university classroom, helping them connect principles to classroom 
practice, (p. 133) 
Creating Represent(ations) using the voices of the participants not only offered me the 
opportunity to tell their stories, but they can also be easily adapted as teaching tools that 
can offer students a chance to further unpack the stories through critical discussions and 
inform the practice of multicultural pre-service teacher education- a major focus of this 
project. Although case studies themselves are considered more of a modernist tool, 
Represent(ations), which draw upon case study research, are distinct in that their creation 
is guided by postmodernism. Specifically, they are not my interpretations of the 
participants’ responses to my research questions but rather the words of the participants 
themselves organized by me to create Represent(ations). They have also gone through a 
process of “recycling” (Lather, 1991) where the participants had the opportunity to 
validate the data and my interpretations. Throughout the process I was conscious of 
issues of appropriate representation and power and tried to address these using a 
postmodernist lens. These tensions between my theoretical framework and methodology 
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will be addressed in more detail in the following sections. 
Theoretical Framework 
Throughout my training as a multicultural educator, I have been intrigued by the 
work of critical theorists such as Freire (1970/2000), McLaren (1994), and hooks (1994) 
whose theories have also shaped my work. A critical perspective is the foundation of 
multicultural education as I understand it because it addresses the importance of power 
relations in the educational process and examines schooling within the larger 
sociopolitical context. According to Kinchloe and McLaren (1994) 
[A] criticalist [is] a researcher or theorist who attempts to use her or his work as a 
form of social or cultural criticism and who accepts certain basic assumptions: 
that all thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations which are socially 
and historically constituted; that facts can never be isolated from the domain of 
values or removed from some of the ideological inscription; that the relationship 
between concept and object and signifier and signified is never stable or fixed and 
are often mediated by the social relations of capitalist production and 
consumption; that language is central to the formation of subjectivity (conscious 
and unconscious awareness); that certain groups in any society are privileged over 
others (Kinchloe and McLaren in Carspecken (1996), p. 139-140). 
Kinchloe and McLaren’s description of the criticalist perspective in research is 
one that helps frame the issue of educating students of color in urban schools in its 
historical and sociopolitical context. Culturally responsive pedagogy is rooted in critical 
pedagogy (Freire, 1970/ 2000), a pedagogical approach “through which students and 
teachers engage in learning as a mutual encounter with the world. [It] also implies praxis. 
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that is, developing the important social action predispositions and attitudes that are the 
backbone of a democratic society, and learning to use them to help alter patterns of 
domination and oppression” (Nieto, 1999, p. 103-104). Critical pedagogy continues to 
hold a prominent place in the field of multicultural education and is emphasized in the 
work of theorists such as Banks and Banks (2004), Nieto (2004), and Sleeter (1996) and 
it is a major influence in my work as well. 
Furthermore, my understanding of culture and how it is described in the practice 
of culturally responsive pedagogy departs from the traditional discourse in the field and is 
informed by a postmodern and sociocultural perspective. Defined by Gay (2000), 
culturally relevant pedagogy is “using cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of 
reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning 
encounters more relevant and effective for them. It teaches to and through the strengths 
of these students” (p. 29). Certainly the approach as developed by Gay has the potential 
to improve the quality of education for students whose cultures have been ignored or 
misrepresented in schools, but it also has its limitations. For example, in order to 
implement a culturally responsive approach for Latinos and other students in the 
postmodern era, educators must consider that there are no certain truths or correct or 
incorrect ways of defining oneself (Gallagher, 1984). According to the postmodern 
perspective, identities are also constructed by individual choice as opposed to solely 
having others identify you based on static characteristics; it also takes into account the 
way personal identity changes over time and in different social settings. 
Although researchers of culturally responsive pedagogy define culture as fluid 
and multidimensional (Gay, 2000; Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995), there is also an 
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inherent assumption that “members of ethnic groups, whether consciously or not, share 
some core cultural characteristics” (Gay, 2000, p. 10). While there indeed may be 
characteristics that members of cultural groups share- not the least of which is the 
experience of institutionalized discrimination - exploring the diversity of core values 
among members of the same group in order to remain open to the ways that culture 
manifests itself differently in different individuals is also important. Furthermore, 
essentialist notions of culturally responsive pedagogy fail to address the cultural identities 
of students who have complex identities because of their experiences with peers of many 
varied identities; those whose urban roots have resulted in hybrid identities; and those 
who are multiethnic/multiracial. That is, their identities are not created solely based on 
their race or ethnicity. Rather, their identities are complex because of the experiences and 
relationships they create with others. Challenging the more formulaic aspects of 
culturally responsive pedagogy can inform teachers’ practices and aid them in promoting 
the academic success of students by responding to the many ways that culture is 
manifested among students from diverse cultural backgrounds. 
Tensions between the Theoretical Framework and Methodology 
The descriptions of culture and identity in this proposal are rooted in postmodern 
and post-structural views of culture. Lather (1992) defines postmodernism as “the larger 
cultural shifts of a post-industrial, post-colonial era and post-structural to mean the 
working out of those shifts within the arenas of academic theory” (p. 90). Post¬ 
structuralism is not a theory but rather a set of theoretical positions which are self¬ 
reflexive in nature and reflect the uncertainty that exists in the relationship between text 
and the meaning given to it through interpretation. Postmodernism rejects essentialist 
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concepts that suggest that a reality exists independent of one’s worldview or language. 
According to this perspective, “reality” is culture specific and contextual and thus 
multiple representations of “reality” exist. 
In contrast, critical theory has as one of its goals overcoming oppression. The 
emancipatory nature of this perspective is based on the premise that there is a static 
reality that positions some people as oppressed and others as oppressors. Postmodernists 
affirm diversity and believe that space needs to be created for marginalized peoples to 
empower themselves in a variety of ways, but they challenge whether power is something 
that can or should be given. They question whether power is an all or nothing construct. 
For example, is power something that one group of people has and others do not? Or, is 
the distribution of power more fluid? While some scholars may position critical theory 
with its modernist notions of power and postmodernism as polar opposites, I view them 
as overlapping epistemologies. I am keenly aware of the multiple voices that are 
presented in this dissertation. These voices include postmodern and critical perspectives, 
my multiple identities including but not limited to a parent, Latino, teacher educator, and 
former urban student. Instead of viewing their coexistence as a deficit, I think that they 
bolster my work by allowing for the emergence of multiple perspectives. 
Data Collection 
The study examined the identities of teachers as they relate to the practice of 
culturally responsive pedagogy for Latino students. I interviewed each of the participants 
and created Represent(ations) that critically examine their biographies. The study of 
teachers’ lives through biography, “those experiences that have directly influenced an 
individual’s thinking about teaching and schools,” has emerged as an important field of 
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study (Knowles, 1992, p. 102). Constructing the Represent(ations) based on data 
generated through interviews with teachers will provide insight into the experiences that 
have been germane to their work as teachers in urban schools. 
The interviews consisted of a series of open-ended questions (see Appendix) 
aimed at engaging the participants in conversation about the experiences that have 
informed their work with urban students. I asked questions such a: “What kinds of 
activities do you engage in when you are not working in the school?” “What experiences 
have you had that have helped prepare you to work in this particular urban community?” 
“How were issues of diversity addressed in your undergraduate and/or graduate teacher 
preparation program?” Consistent with the ethnographic case study model, the 
sociopolitical factors that influence their work, such as the community and school or state 
policies, were also explored. 
Data Analysis 
This study critically examined the biographies or “lived experiences” of a group 
of teachers. Since my goal is to describe the meaning of the participants’ life experiences 
as they relate to a particular concept or phenomenon, I utilized a phenomenological 
approach to data analysis. Phenomenology, according to van Manen (1990), “is the study 
of the lifeworld—the world as we immediately experience it pre-reflectively rather than 
as we conceptualize, categorize or reflect on it” (p. 9). The purpose of phenomenological 
research is to identify phenomena as they are perceived by the participants. This approach 
is constructivist in nature in that the researcher takes into account what the participants 
think about the meaning of the experience. While phenomenology has taken on many 
forms, my approach is closely aligned with empirical phenomenology. One of the major 
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distinctions of this approach is that, unlike other phenomenological approaches, 
researchers don’t seek to make claims that are universally true; they are only trying to 
explain patterns that emerge in a small group of cases in a particular context (Van de 
Nescht, 2004). 
In order to gain a deeper understanding of teacher identities and how they inform 
their practice, particularly with Latino students, it is important to understand the various 
lived experiences that have shaped the participants’ professional lives and how these 
experiences have contributed to the development of their professional and personal 
identities. The themes that emerged among the participants provide greater insight into 
the construction of culturally connected teacher identities. A phenomenological approach 
also demonstrates how the lived experiences of teachers constitute an important body of 
knowledge that is rarely included in the discourse regarding teacher preparation for urban 
schools and it highlights the potential that their voices have to improve the practice of 
teacher educators. It is my contention that studying the lived experiences of teachers 
presents teacher educators with the opportunity to combine factual information (such as 
content knowledge, knowledge of various theoretical perspectives, an understanding of a 
variety of teaching methodologies, or demographic data) with subjective experiences for 
a deeper quality of understanding teacher preparation for urban schools. 
Limitations 
This study has several limitations including the small number of participants, data 
collection only in one district, my relationships with some of the teachers, and my 
subjective position as a researcher with preconceived notions about culturally responsive 
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pedagogy and the preparation of teachers. Each of these will be discussed briefly in what 
follows. 
While the group of teachers selected is diverse in ethnic/racial background, age, 
and years of service, they do not represent the entire spectrum of culturally connected 
teachers. It is not my intention to provide findings that can be generalized to all teachers 
past, present, and future but rather to document the experiences of these particular 
teachers in the form of Represent(ations). These case study-like narratives may be useful 
for future research on this topic, as well as pre-service teacher reflection and professional 
development. I am aware of some of the criticisms regarding this type of research 
including its susceptibility to personal bias, possible issues of repression, and the 
selectivity involved in recalling experiences (Butt, Raymond, McCue, & Yamagishi, 
1992). However, this research project has been designed with these possible 
shortcomings in mind. 
The study is also limited by the fact that all of the teachers work in one district. 
Although Springfield, Massachusetts is characteristic of many other urban districts, it 
probably has its own cultural idiosyncrasies that make it unique and will shape the 
direction and outcome of my research. In addition, as a faculty member at a local college 
with connections to the local public school district, I know several of the participants 
well. My relationships with some of them are both professional and personal, and 
therefore can impact my objectivity. On the other hand, through our work together on 
previous projects, I have been collecting data (both formally and informally) for a 
significant amount of time. The collaborative relationship has assisted in my role as a 
researcher to build a good working relationship with them. 
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Through my doctoral coursework and comprehensive examinations, I have been 
investigating the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy for a number of years, and I 
have developed some preconceived notions about what it looks like in practice in various 
settings. Furthermore, I am approaching this research project from many different 
perspectives—as a person of color, a former urban public school teacher, the Director of 
Project TEACH—a program designed to recruit, train, and support teachers of color from 
the city of Springfield, a faculty member in the education department at a local college, a 
parent of two bicultural children, and a doctoral student. All of these perspectives and 
experiences influence my work. While my roles may, at times, provide me with an 
insiders’ perspective, I have worked to keep an open mind and allow for different 
interpretations and manifestations to arise. 
Significance 
The majority of the literature regarding culturally responsive teaching focuses on 
improving the quality of education for African American students. This study will 
contribute to the field by adding Latino perspectives to the study and practice of 
culturally responsive pedagogy and hopefully provide research that leads to 
improvements in the practice of teachers working with Latino students. In addition, it is 
also significant because of the growing numbers of Latino students in public schools. 
There are approximately 34.4 million Latinos living in the United States (Current 
Population Survey, 2003). This figure does not include the almost 4 million Puerto 
Ricans, all of whom are American citizens by birth, who live on the island of Puerto Rico 
or the millions of Latinos who remain “undocumented.” The 2000 Census marked a 
milestone in the area of population growth in that the Latino population surpassed the 
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African American population to become the largest minority group in the United States. 
Between 1990 and 2000 the number of Latinos in the United States increased by 13.3 
million. This increase in population represented a 61% increase over the ten-year period. 
In contrast, the total population of the United States only grew by 13% (Ramirez, 2004). 
Increases in the number of Latinos in the United States have resulted in increases 
in the school population as well. Currently Latinos in grades 9-12 constitute 13 percent of 
the school population. By 2030, they are expected to comprise 23 percent of the 
population. Nearly 50 percent of Latinos attend urban schools- accounting for 
approximately one-quarter of the student population in central city schools. Therefore it 
also is important to examine issues related to the education of Latinos within the context 
of urban education. 
The growth of the Latino population has not been accompanied by improvements 
in academic achievement or decreasing dropout rates. More than one-third of Latinos age 
15 to 17 are enrolled below grade level. This statistic is exceptionally powerful given the 
fact that enrollment below grade level is the highest predictor of dropping out. The 
dropout rate for Latinos is much higher than for other groups. In 1998, 30% of all Latino 
16- through 24-years-old (1.5 million) were dropouts, whereas the dropout rate was 14% 
for African Americans and 8% for Whites (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
2000). The current dropout rate for Latinos ranges, depending on the specific group of 
Latinos, anywhere from 30-50%. In Springfield, Massachusetts, the setting for this 
research project, the dropout rate for Latinos has been reported as being as high as 57%. 
Research addressing the preparation of teachers to work with Latino students in urban 
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schools is particularly important given the increase in population and woeful academic 
indicators. 
The dissertation departs from others in the field of culturally responsive pedagogy 
in that it is informed by postmodern and sociocultural perspectives that view culture as 
ever-changing, hybrid, and dynamic and not as static traits possessed by individuals. 
Using these perspectives allows for different interpretations of the data and offers new 
insight into the study of culturally responsive teaching and the preparation of teachers. 
Furthermore, this study specifically addresses teacher identity development as an 
important component of teacher pre-service education. The concept of representin ’, 
which is discussed in Chapter 3, reflects an identity as a member of a socially constructed 
community. I forward this concept as a potential way to influence the biographies of 
teachers who work with urban students. Another significant feature of the study is that it 
seeks to inform the practice of teacher educators by using diverse voices from the field. 
Documenting how a group of culturally connected teachers develops their identities has 
the potential to add new perspectives to the preparation of teachers for urban schools and 
their biographies can inform the practice of teacher educators. 
Much of the literature on the topic of urban education paints a grim picture of 
urban students and teachers. This study seeks to document the stories of teachers who 
have been identified by members of the communities in which they teach as exemplary 
teachers of urban students in general and Latino students in particular. These teachers and 
their stories are hopeful about the promise of urban education. They demonstrate that 
despite the generalization of urban educators as culturally disconnected from the students 
they serve, these teachers have found ways to make cultural connections with their 
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students. The study documents and critically analyzes teachers’ biographies in the form 
of Represent(ations) (discussed in detail in Chapter 3), providing examples of how to 
create experiences that will allow pre-service teachers to develop new biographies 
informed by a culturally connected framework grounded in the cultures of the students 
with whom they work. 
Geneva Gay (2000) and Gloria Ladson-Billings (1992, 1994) have documented 
various characteristics of what they have termed “culturally responsive educators.” Their 
work, along with that of other scholars in the field of multicultural education including 
Sonia Nieto (2000b) and James Banks (2003), has laid a foundation for my work in this 
area. In addition to the scholarship in the field, several experiences and perspectives 
shape my research in this project. These include working as a faculty member in teacher 
preparation with predominantly White, suburban students, coupled with a desire to 
contribute to an improvement in the quality of education for students in urban schools. 
Additionally, as the parent of two children who will attend urban public schools, 
contributing to the improvement of the quality of urban education is both a professional 
and personal undertaking. My effort to foreground the voices of teachers of color is a 
methodological approach aimed at transforming the discourse on urban education and 
teacher preparation by adding perspectives that have not traditionally been included in the 
literature. Moreover, it reflects a very personal commitment as well. As a Puerto Rican 
student, public school teacher, and teacher educator, my career goals and research agenda 
have been shaped by my own biography. The voices of teachers of color resonate with 
my experience, and it is through these lenses that I approach this project. 
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Conclusion 
Attempts to improve the quality of education for any group of students in the 
United States must positively engage teachers. Unfortunately school reform is often 
disconnected from the higher education institutions that prepare teachers to implement 
these changes on a local level. If a sincere effort is to be made to transform the 
educational experiences of students in general and students of color in urban schools in 
particular, then a change in the way teachers are prepared is needed. Culturally 
responsive pedagogy can play a significant role in these changes, but knowledge of 
culturally responsive pedagogy has to be accompanied with concrete examples of how to 
engage in activities that will facilitate the development of a culturally connected identity 
(Irizarry, 2005). This research proposes to provide models of teachers who are currently 
engaged in this process and are successful teachers of students of color. 
The experiences of culturally connected educators of Latino students in urban 
schools needs to be added to the body of literature on culturally responsive pedagogy and 
infused into the teacher preparation curriculum at schools of education and district 
professional development efforts in order to institutionalize this transformation. Data 
regarding the academic achievement of students of color in urban public schools indicate 
that a better job of preparing teachers to “represent” for ethnically and linguistically 
diverse students is long overdue. 
Organization of Following Chapters 
In Chapter 2,1 review the literature on the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy 
and address some of the limitations of research in this area. As I moved forward with my 
research, it became important to address how some of the research in the field discusses 
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culture in rigid ways in order to avoid essentializing culture and race. Central to my work 
is addressing the plethora of “pedagogies” (i.e., culturally relevant, culturally appropriate, 
and culturally sensitive) that seek to address the role of culture in education. In Chapter 2 
I lay the foundation for the introduction of a new framework for understanding how to 
practice culturally responsive pedagogy that draws upon the existing “pedagogies” while 
also addressing some of the limitations of existing models. I also include an overview of 
the literature regarding teacher biography and the role of teacher education in preparing 
pre-service teachers for the challenges of working with students of diverse backgrounds 
in general, and Latino students in particular. 
Chapter 3 describes what I call Represent(ations), a hybrid research methodology 
developed for, and used in, this study. The theoretical grounding of the approach is 
rooted in postmodern and urban/hip-hop understanding of representation. It draws from a 
variety of qualitative methodologies including in-depth phenomenological interviewing 
(Seidman, 1998), ethnographic case studies (Nieto, 2004), and “recycling” (Lather, 
1991). An overview of the setting, the city of Springfield and the Springfield Public 
Schools, is provided as background for understanding the sociopolitical context of 
teaching and learning in the city of Springfield, and a general overview of the participants 
is included in the chapter. Finally, the limitations of the study are discussed. Layering 
these methodologies will help me amplify the voices of the participants and demonstrate 
the richness of multiple perspectives on becoming culturally connected and improving 
teaching practices with Latino students in urban schools. 
In Chapter 4 and 5,1 present excerpts of the participants’ biographies in the form 
of Represent(ations). Chapter 4 presents the Represent(ations) of “Home-grown” teachers 
27 
- individuals who were bom and/or raised and educated in the city of Springfield and 
now teach in the district. Chapter 5 contains the Represent(ations) of “Transplanted” 
teachers- teachers who were not bom or raised in Springfield but now teach in the 
district. Studying teacher biographies and framing them in this manner will not only help 
me document the stories of the participants but also provide useful educational tools for 
study in courses in teacher preparation programs and professional development in 
general. Chapter 6 of the dissertation documents my analysis of the data and discussion 
of the themes that emerged. Each theme is supported by ciphers - a hybrid collection of 
the participants’ voices addressing a particular theme. In Chapter 7,1 share my 
conclusions based on the findings. I also address the implications for teacher educators 
preparing students for the challenges of teaching in a diverse setting. Finally, I explore 
what teacher educators can learn from the biographies of culturally connected teachers 
that they can integrate into teacher preparation programs (i.e., experiences, readings, and 
so on...) to influence the identity formation of pre-service and in-service teachers. 
Chapter Summary 
This dissertation forwards cultural connectedness as a new framework for the 
implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy. It seeks to amplify the voices of 
teachers identified as exemplary teachers of Latino students and analyze their biographies 
to inform the preparation of teachers to better serve Latino students. My goal is to add 
new perspectives to the discourse regarding culturally responsive pedagogy and teacher 
preparation to better prepare teachers to “represent” for Latino students. 
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CHAPTER 2 
CULTURE AND CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGIES 
In an interview conducted for this dissertation, William Soto, a Puerto Rican 
middle school teacher, stressed the importance of building relationships with students as 
a central aspect of culturally responsive teaching: 
I would love to [become a teacher educator] because I know that they haven’t 
gotten my perspective on effective teaching. It isn’t there yet. Right now I know 
what their dialogue is like. They are talking about tracking and back tracking, 
direct instruction versus cooperative learning, phonics versus whole language, and 
all these other things and being judgmental about everything. I would turn all that 
upside down and tell them forget about all those things. All that [stuff] can work 
if you support it the right way. I would get into the methodology of how to create 
culturally a responsive setting so that you can get [students] to receive all that 
pedagogical stuff. It is all about the relationships you build with your students. 
(Interview with William Soto) 
William highlights the importance of having a setting that is culturally responsive 
as a necessary part of promoting academic achievement. Like many of the urban 
educators interviewed in this study, William contends that the discourse in teacher 
preparation fails to adequately address culturally responsive teaching. For William, 
effective instruction is more that a pre-packaged set of strategies teachers can implement 
in any setting. Rather, the relationships that teachers have with students and the 
knowledge gained in those relationships serve as a source of knowledge that should drive 
pedagogy. 
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William is a prime example of a culturally connected teacher, and his comments 
serve as a point of departure for reviewing the literature related to the topic of culturally 
responsive teaching. In this chapter, I aim to accomplish four objectives: First, I review 
the existing literature on the topic of “culturally responsive pedagogies” and explore the 
different terms associated with approaches to teaching rooted in culture. Second, I 
address the need to include Latino perspectives in the discourse. Third, I challenge static 
or essentialized notions of culture as the premise for culturally responsive teaching, and, 
finally, I make the case for including the literature regarding teacher biography in the 
discourse on culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Setting the Stage 
The academic achievement of students of color as indicated by many facts, 
including graduation rates, lags behind that of their White counterparts. On average, the 
dropout rate for Whites is half that of African Americans and, depending on the district, 
anywhere from one-fifth to one-third that of Latinos (National Center for Educational 
Statistics, 2000). In an attempt to unpack and explain this disastrous phenomenon, 
Jonathan Kozol (1991) highlighted the “savage inequalities” that are evident when 
comparing well-funded suburban schools that are predominantly comprised of White 
students and poor urban schools that are the institutions of learning for more than three 
quarters of all students of color in the United States. The impact of this inequality is 
evident in a number of other indicators such as unemployment rates. Presently in the 
United States, the unemployment rate is alarmingly high and recent budget cuts are 
negatively impacting the quality of life for many middle income and lower income 
Americans (U.S. Department of Labor, 2004). For many poor students of color, education 
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has not been, as Horace Mann proclaimed, the “great equalizer.” In fact, the poor quality 
of their educational experiences has often helped to reproduce class and race based 
stratification (Anyon, 1997; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). 
As part of a reform movement in education aimed at addressing the previously 
mentioned inequities, scholars such as Nieto (2004), Banks (2003), Sleeter and Grant 
(1999), and Howard (1999) have stressed the importance of multicultural education as a 
means of ameliorating the negative experiences of students of color in schools and 
promoting the academic achievement of all students. One of the goals of multicultural 
education is to provide equitable opportunities for students to learn regardless of their 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or social class. Much of the literature in the 
field of multicultural education has focused on how to achieve equity and access to 
quality education regardless of socioeconomic class. One way multicultural educators 
hope to achieve this is through pedagogy. Consequently, attention needs to be paid to 
how to implement the curriculum and make the content and the context culturally 
relevant to students. 
Banks (1995) describes the various components of multicultural education as 
content integration, knowledge construction, prejudice reduction, an empowering school 
culture, and equity pedagogy. Content integration refers to the integration of diverse 
materials, content, and perspectives into the curriculum. Knowledge construction 
addresses how knowledge is shaped based on sociocultural factors that affect teaching 
and learning. Prejudice reduction refers to teachers working with students to develop 
positive feelings and stances about people of diverse backgrounds. Equity pedagogy 
highlights the pedagogical approaches that teachers can employ to help all students learn. 
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Empowering school and social structure addresses the climate of the learning 
environment in an effort to promote equity. 
Ladson-Billings (1992) acknowledges that teachers cannot be everything to all 
people. Yet, although teachers can’t change the culture into which they were bom and 
raised, they can gain a better understanding of their own culture and that of their students 
and use this information to assist them in developing a culturally relevant approach to 
teaching. Therefore, teachers need not use education solely as a means to transfer the 
culture and beliefs of the dominant group onto minority students. Describing the 
characteristics of a culturally relevant practitioner, Ladson-Billings (1992) notes, 
[C]ulturally relevant teaching serves to empower students to the 
point where they will be able to examine critically educational content 
and process and ask what its role is in creating a truly democratic and 
multicultural society. It uses the students’ culture to help them create meaning and 
understand the world. Thus, not only academic success, but social and cultural 
success are emphasized by the culturally relevant teacher, (p. 110) 
A Plethora of Pedagogies 
Culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) also referred to as culturally relevant 
(Ladson-Billings, 1990), culturally congruent (Au &Kawakami, 1994), and culturally 
sensitive pedagogy (Jacob & Jordan, 1987), refers to the effective pedagogical 
implementation of multicultural education. As Gloria Ladson-Billings (1992) stated, 
“Culturally Relevant Pedagogy is the key to making multicultural education work” (p. 
106). While all of the components of multicultural education (Banks, 1995) need to be 
addressed for successful multicultural education, I believe that equity pedagogy, which 
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“exists when teachers modify their teaching in ways that will facilitate the academic 
achievement of students from diverse racial, cultural, gender and social-class groups,” 
(Banks, 1995, p.22) is an essential component of culturally responsive teaching. Freire 
(1970) may have laid a foundation for future research in the area of culturally responsive 
teaching by developing the notion of critical pedagogy. As documented in his 
groundbreaking book. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire stressed the importance of the 
empowerment of members of oppressed groups so that they could change their own 
reality and consequently the world. He noted, “No pedagogy that is truly liberating can 
remain distant from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by presenting for 
their emulation models from among the oppressors” (Freire, 1970, p. 39). He contended 
that when oppressed people gained access to education, they would be able to empower 
themselves. 
Freire (1998a) noted the importance of respecting the knowledge that students 
bring with them to the classroom. He challenged the notion that education should be a 
pre-packaged set of ideas and values which is transferred from teacher to student. He 
proposed instead that teachers build upon the students’ experiences and use them as a 
means for the co-construction of knowledge and as an opportunity for the disenfranchised 
to improve their reality and that of the world. In order for teachers to do this, they must 
know and respect the cultures of their students. In a collection of letters to teachers, 
Freire (1998b) stresses that the “identities of the [teacher and students] has to do with the 
fundamental issues of the curriculum, as much as with what is hidden as what is explicit 
and, obviously, with questions of teaching and learning” (p. 69). An approach to teaching 
which requires building upon the experiences of students, co-constructing knowledge. 
33 
and respecting what students already know involves the command of culturally congruent 
teaching strategies which form the foundation for culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Following in Freire’s footsteps, theorists in the field of multicultural education, 
and more specifically researchers of culturally relevant pedagogy, have emphasized the 
fact that education is a sociocultural process. That is, an understanding of teachers’ own 
culture and that of their students is imperative to good teaching. According to Vygotsky 
(1986), it is difficult to understand an event or person without examining the social world 
within which the event takes place or within which the individual develops. Therefore, 
when studying an approach to teaching, it is equally important to underscore the context 
in which it takes place and the social factors that shape teaching practices. 
Culturally responsive teachers also need to be aware of how learning is impacted 
by the power relations that exist in classrooms between teachers and their less privileged 
students. Gloria Ladson-Billings, a leading scholar on the topic of culturally relevant 
pedagogy, contends that the work of critical theorists such as Freire (1970), Giroux, 
(1985), and McLaren (1989) lay the foundation for research in this area. These theorists 
describe how schooling often serves to reproduce the structural inequalities that exist in 
society and contend that a change is needed in the way oppressed peoples (in this context. 
Latino students in urban public schools in the United States) are educated. As a result, a 
plethora of different pedagogies centered around culture have emerged. 
Reinforcing the importance of culturally relevant pedagogy as a potentially 
liberatory practice, bell hooks (1994) suggests educating students through a practice of 
freedom called “engaged pedagogy.” She posits that as a prerequisite for working to 
empower all students, “teachers actively commit to a process of self-actualization that 
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promotes their own well being” (p. 15). This process acknowledges the impact of power 
relations on the student-teacher relationship, stresses the importance of self-reflection and 
inner well-being as a precursor to developing positive teaching practices, and includes 
reflecting on their own culture and the culture of the students with whom they work. Her 
holistic approach to education involves culturally sensitive strategies aimed at reconciling 
the damage that has been done to many members of cultural minority groups through 
years of assimilationist teaching practices and educational policies aimed at limiting 
access to quality public education. 
Geneva Gay (2000), who is often referred to as the primogenitor of culturally 
responsive teaching, describes five characteristics of a culturally responsive teacher. She 
believes such teachers see the culture of their students as shaping who they are and thus 
as meriting space in the curriculum. They “build bridges” between the home and school 
culture and recognize the differences between “academic abstractions and lived 
sociocultural realities” (p. 29). A culturally responsive teacher has an understanding of 
how learning style can be influenced by culture and teaches to the diversity of learning 
styles present in the classroom, thus validating their culture. Finally, culturally responsive 
teachers incorporate affirming teaching practices and integrate multicultural content into 
all aspects of the schooling experience. Gay’s (2000) comprehensive overview provides a 
clear goal for teachers and teacher educators and offers strategies to lessen the cultural 
conflict that can emerge between teachers and students in diverse classrooms. 
Along those lines, Lisa Delpit (1995) made an important contribution to the 
scholarship on the topic of culturally relevant pedagogy by describing how teachers’ 
beliefs and actions are influenced by their culture. She believes that knowledge of the self 
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is imperative to gaining an understanding of students. Moreover, it isn’t until teachers 
truly know their students that they can help them to achieve their potential. Teachers who 
remain disconnected from their students will often expect and receive less from them. In 
this regard, teachers can be a hindrance instead of a resource in the educational process. 
Many poor students of color in urban settings are being taught by teachers who are 
unaware of the richness of their students’ cultures and the wealth of experience present in 
their communities. While Delpit (1995) does not name it as such, she describes a 
culturally responsive approach to teaching that includes valuing the range of experiences 
found in those communities and allowing members of those communities to shape the 
education children receive. Her work is a call to all educators to acknowledge that their 
worldview might not be the same as those of their students, but this does not mean that 
what students bring with them to the classroom should be any less valued. 
Similarly, Gary Howard (1999) acknowledges that most teachers themselves have 
attended segregated and predominantly White schools and completed teacher preparation 
programs at colleges and universities which mirrored the lack of diversity found in their 
towns. His work is directed at this group of educators. He believes it is important for 
Whites to be cognizant of their own identity as White people before they can practice 
what he describes as multicultural teaching. 
Multicultural teaching, according to Howard (1999), involves a transformation of 
the teaching and learning process. Teachers work with students, supporting their cultural 
differences, while learning the skills necessary to challenge the structural inequalities that 
exist in schools and society. He believes that White educators, since they comprise 
approximately 90% of the teaching force and have benefited from the race-based 
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privileges that often limit opportunities for students of color, must transform themselves 
and develop healthy racial identities in order to effectively work with students of color. 
Although his targeted audience consists of White teachers, his message cuts across racial 
and ethnic lines and is applicable for all of those who work in multiracial schools. 
While Howard characterizes the role of White teachers in multicultural education, 
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) documents the stories of a diverse group of teachers who 
successfully implemented culturally relevant pedagogy with African American students. 
Through her research, she gives a detailed overview of culturally relevant pedagogy in 
the context of the African American educational experience, and she provides concrete 
examples of culturally appropriate strategies for promoting the development of literacy 
and math skills, stressing that all subjects can and should be taught in a culturally 
congruent fashion. She too contends that in addition to having a mastery of their subject 
matter, teachers of African American students must know their students well in order to 
be effective teachers. 
Although much of the scholarship in the field of culturally relevant pedagogy has 
focused on the experiences of African American students, some scholars have addressed 
the importance of culturally responsive teaching for students from a variety of ethnic 
groups in the United States. Most notably, Nieto (2004) focuses on the importance of 
identity development among students of color and the role teachers play in helping them 
develop a healthy sense of self, an integral component of culturally relevant pedagogy. 
Nieto provides case studies of ethnically diverse students accompanied by a sociopolitical 
analysis of the structural barriers and bridges to their success, as well as an analysis of 
those factors that can promote academic success. She also examines the impact that 
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culture has on learning. Commenting on how cultural discontinuities and the lack of 
cultural competence can serve as barriers to academic achievement, she provides 
examples of how to modify teaching so that it is more culturally sensitive to the needs of 
minority students, thus providing a bridge to academic achievement. Institutional 
practices and policies that appear to help students learn are also discussed. 
While Nieto believes that “[culturally responsive education, an approach based 
on using students’ cultures as an important source of their education, can go a long way 
in improving the education of students whose cultures and backgrounds have been 
maligned or omitted in schools” (Nieto, 1999, p. 68), she warns that it is important not to 
lose sight of the dynamic nature of culture. Culture is not a fixed entity, but rather is 
always changing; a diversity of experiences exists even among members of the same 
cultural group. If a teacher follows a checklist of behaviors that have been attributed to a 
specific group of students and does not provide room for different expressions of that 
culture, he or she can reinforce stereotypes and actually do more harm than good. 
Along those lines, Beauboeuf-Lafontant (1999) studied “good teaching” in 
African American segregated schools in the South prior to the Brown decision of 1954. 
She found that families not only valued the cultural connections that their children were 
able to forge with their teachers based on their similar racial affiliation, but also stressed 
the importance of the “political clarity” (Bartolome, 1994) displayed by the teachers. 
Teachers in these schools had clear understandings about how oppression operates and 
placed very rigorous demands on their students as a way to combat oppression. The 
connection between culturally relevant pedagogy and “politically relevant teaching” is 
echoed throughout the more critical literature on the topic. 
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Kuykendall (1992) and Huber (1991) focus on the importance of modifying 
current teaching practices in an effort to reclaim minority students who have fallen 
through the cracks of the educational system. Kuykendall contends that as a result of 
institutional racism and years of culturally disconnected education, many Black and 
Hispanic students have lost hope. This hopelessness has caused many of these youth to 
believe that education, as well as life, is meaningless, and they may begin to develop 
another emotion, rage. Rage, in turn, is what promotes a greater propensity for negative 
and self-destructive behavior. Kuykendall4s work serves as a valuable resource for 
educators, offering practical strategies for those “who have the interest, intent, and 
inspiration -but who may lack the information or the teaching techniques- to facilitate the 
achievement and motivation of Black and Hispanic students” (p. xv). 
It is not just pedagogy, however, that influences student learning. The choice of 
curriculum is also crucial. Many students of color are educated through Eurocentric 
curricula that emphasize the experiences of the dominant group and marginalize or 
neglect the experiences of subordinate groups in the United States. Lipman (1995) 
conducted research in two urban junior high schools that were going through a 
restructuring process, emphasizing the role that race, class, and power play in the process. 
She also discussed the importance of the connection between culturally relevant 
pedagogy and social change. The three teachers in her study were able to familiarize their 
students with the “codes of power,” the knowledge needed to navigate successfully in the 
dominant culture, while supporting the exploration of their own culture and providing a 
forum in their classrooms for them to do so. Once students were able to develop a 
bicultural identity, they had the skills and confidence to challenge the system. Describing 
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the liberatory aspects of the culturally relevant methods employed by the teachers, 
Lipman wrote: 
[The teachers] measured success not simply by test scores, but by students’ 
ability to reason and apply knowledge to personal and social questions. 
They made academic content a basis for examination of personal and social 
values. To varying degrees all three chose literature and activities that affirmed 
African American culture and history and the struggle for social justice. Perhaps 
most important, in their classrooms they modeled a sense of agency and resistance 
to racism. Their dignity, the worlds they created in their classrooms, their 
resistance to the disempowering norms of their schools stood in opposition to the 
structural inequalities and dominant cultural forms that subordinated African 
American students and denied their role as actors in their own lives and in society. 
(Lipman 1998, p. 279) 
While the scholarship regarding the theories behind culturally relevant pedagogy 
is growing, it is helpful to understand what culturally responsive pedagogy looks like in 
practice. For instance, in research conducted in a predominantly African American school 
district in the southwest, Tate (1995) observed what he terms a “foreign pedagogy” that 
was alien to the majority of students in the classroom. Many of the African American 
students in the school were tracked into remedial and lower level math classes, and the 
structure of the lessons focused on whole-class instruction culminating with individual 
problem solving. After reflecting on the incongruence that he witnessed, he collaborated 
with an African American teacher whose teaching style was more culturally congruent 
with the learning preferences of the African American students in the class and who 
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practiced culturally relevant pedagogy in her math class. He noticed that she infused 
examples pertaining to African Americans into her teaching to illustrate math concepts. 
Throughout his work, Tate (1998) provides examples of what culturally responsive math 
teaching looks like in a predominantly African American classroom. 
Culturally responsive pedagogy is the term that currently dominates the discourse, 
and therefore it is the term that I use throughout the paper. However, I believe that 
implementing approaches to teaching that are rooted in culture involves more than 
memorizing a set of characteristics that a certain group of students might share. It is 
rooted in relationships that teachers forge with students and the community. I forward 
that teachers must become culturally connected in order to practice culturally responsive 
approaches that don’t essentialize culture and that recognize the importance of language 
in culture. While culturally responsive teaching is an approach adopted by individual 
teachers, as I discuss in Chapter 4, the teachers in this study also see their work as 
challenging many of the institutional barriers to quality education for Latino students. 
There are so many different types of pedagogies that stress the importance of culture; it 
can be confusing for educators to decide which one, if any, to try to master. In order to 
practice culturally sensitive, culturally congruent, culturally responsive, culturally 
relevant, culturally responsible, critical, centering, or engaged pedagogy, it seems to me 
one must first be culturally connected. I believe that the culturally connected framework 
that I discuss in this dissertation connects all of the pedagogies mentioned above and 
underscores the importance developing relationships with students and the communities 
in which they live. It also takes the current discourse a step further by stressing the fluid, 
ever-changing nature of culture and the importance of continuously staying connected to 
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cultural communities as opposed to mastering a list of traits or characteristics members of 
a cultural group might share. It also explores the role of language in culturally responsive 
approaches to teaching. The culturally connected framework that I forward shifts the 
focus from “culture” as an abstract concept to the relationships developed by teachers and 
students. 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Latino Students 
While the body of literature on culturally responsive pedagogy for Latino students 
is still emerging, Nieto (2003a) has specifically addressed the needs of this group. In 
recent work, she delves into the complexities of Latino, and more specifically, Puerto 
Rican identity and their “struggle for personhood in U.S. schools” (p. 1). While 
describing the factors that influence the identity development of Puerto Rican students, 
she cites centering pedagogy, a framework introduced by Rolon (Nieto & Rolon, 1997). 
This approach “consists of instructional and curricular approaches that begin where 
students are at—experientially, cognitively, psychologically, and socio-politically—in 
order to move them beyond their own particular experiences” (Nieto, 2003a, p. 54). I 
posit that centering pedagogy is also rooted in relationships and falls under the umbrella 
of the culturally responsive approaches I alluded to earlier. In order for teachers to 
“center” their approaches, they have to really know their students and the communities in 
which their students are members. 
Likewise, Menchaca (2001) addresses the positive impact a culturally relevant 
curriculum can have on the self-esteem and academic achievement of Latino students. 
She illustrates culturally congruent lessons in the subjects of Language Arts, Health, 
Science, and Social Studies for Mexican American students, focusing on the integration 
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of content related to the Mexican American experience such as using familiar foods in a 
health lesson about food groups and using flora and fauna familiar to Mexican American 
students when teaching that content in science. Like all of the scholars in this review, she 
believes that learning is most meaningful when it is connected to and reflective of the 
experiences of the learner. 
Wortham and Contreras (2002) contributed to the scholarship on the topic of 
culturally responsive pedagogy when they documented what it might look like for Latino 
students in a rural setting where there were only approximately 200 Latinos in the town 
in which the study was conducted. The students were primarily the children of migrant 
workers from the southwest who were enrolled in a “pull out” English as a Second 
Language class taught by a bilingual paraprofessional familiar with Latino culture. The 
authors document the contrast between the students’ feelings regarding their experiences 
in the ESL class and their mainstream classes. Students spoke most favorably of the ESL 
teacher and her class where they felt their culture and experiences were affirmed. The 
authors contend that culturally relevant practitioners who work with Latino students 
allow for more “spatiotemporal fluidity,” meaning that they allow students the freedom to 
multitask and have several different things going on at the same time in the classroom—a 
position contrary to traditional U.S. norms of teaching and learning. 
Much of the literature on culturally responsive pedagogy addresses the 
importance of identity development among ethnically diverse students. Flores-Gonzalez 
(2002) suggests that contributing to the discrepancy in high school completion among 
Latinos, African Americans, and White students are the identities students adopt and the 
influence of school practices on their identity development. Based on her research on role 
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identity theory, Flores-Gonzalez suggests that early in the education process. Latino 
students develop either “School Kid” or “Street Kid” identities. “School kids” are those 
students who identify with the culture of the school, participate in a variety of school 
activities, and receive praise for doing well academically. Overall, their relationship with 
the school is positive. Conversely, “street kids” have few if any meaningful connections 
with school culture, and they develop negative school identities as a result of being 
judged harshly by their teachers. Flores-Gonzalez (2002) highlights the importance of 
implementing culturally responsive strategies, among other changes in institutional 
policies, to help more kids develop school identities and experience academic success. 
Although I think that Flores-Gonzales’ work makes a valuable contribution to literature 
on Latino identity and school success, it is important to note that students don’t always 
neatly fall into one or the other of these categories, but rather represent a continuum 
between the two extremes. 
Huber (1991) claims that culturally responsible pedagogy goes beyond essentialist 
notions of multiculturalism and proposes that teacher preparation programs restructure in 
order to more adequately prepare teachers to work with urban minority youth. She 
contends that teachers need to be able to go beyond teaching content related to ethnic 
groups and acquire the skills to be responsive to the cultural identities of the learners. Her 
ethnographic case study of a culturally responsive teacher highlights the importance of 
becoming familiar with and building upon students’ cultural identities. Much of her work 
is based on the premise that teachers’ background experiences are significant in shaping 
their ability to effectively teach students of economically and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds and teacher educators have to work with their students to help them acquire 
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knowledge about such learners and strategies for working with them effectively. Ms. 
Guzman, the teacher in her study, was a former migrant worker and classified herself as 
“an ESL student without an ESL program” (Huber, 1991, p. 7). Her heightened 
sensitivity to the needs of students for whom English was a second language fueled her 
passion for teaching in a linguistically diverse setting and shaped her nurturing, culturally 
responsive approach. 
Another study addressing the relationship between culturally responsive pedagogy 
and the academic achievement of Latino students was conducted by Valenzuela (1999). 
Drawing upon ethnographic research conducted in a predominantly Mexican American 
high school in Houston, Texas, she suggests the schooling experience for many Mexican 
American students is subtractive, that is, an experience characterized by pressures to 
conform to Anglo norms and attempts to strip these students of their culture and 
language. Based on her research, she suggests that a fundamental component of academic 
success consists of students having meaningful relationships with their teachers, but she 
warns that many teachers cling to assimilationist notions of teaching and are unwilling to 
learn about their students’ lives. According to her, students can tell which teachers do not 
have a genuine respect and affirmation for their culture and hence they do not develop 
relationships with these teachers, hindering their chances to excel in the educational 
environment. Valenzuela’s work highlights the importance of relationships that value 
students’ cultures and use them as a bridge to academic success. It is that process of 
relationship building that is central to my work on culturally connected teacher identities. 
While the literature on the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy and Latino 
students is emerging, more research on the topic, studying fully prepared teachers who 
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are culturally connected with the students with whom they work, is needed to document 
the impact of culturally responsive teaching on the academic achievement of Latino 
students and all students of color. In addition, culturally relevant pedagogy needs to be 
part of a whole school reform movement rather than being limited to individual 
classrooms. 
The Importance of Language in CRP 
Culturally relevant pedagogy has several components including cultural 
awareness and affirmation, challenging power relations, and curriculum reform. One 
aspect of culturally responsive pedagogy that is a fundamental part of cultural awareness 
and affirmation is language use in the classroom. While speaking Standard English does 
not guarantee access to higher education, high status professions, and opportunities to 
communicate effectively with elected officials to change the system, not having a 
command of Standard English can definitely be a hindrance. However, the value placed 
on students’ native languages and dialects can have an impact on their willingness to 
adopt a new language or language form. Moreover, it can influence their academic 
achievement (Snyder & Freeman, 2003). Language policies developed by legislators in 
courts and legal forums directly impact the quality of education students receive in 
classrooms around the country. This section will document the importance of supporting 
a variety of languages (particularly Ebonics and Spanish) in culturally responsive 
classrooms. 
In Oakland, California in 1996 there was a push to get Ebonics, a language used 
by many African Americans which has unique speech patterns and rules for discourse, 
recognized as a valid language and used in instruction as a bridge to the acquisition of 
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Standard English. The controversy transcended the borders of the state of California and 
became the subject of national debate. Reflecting on the debate, Delpit and Perry (1998) 
stress that language is intricately tied to group identity and that culturally responsive 
teachers have a responsibility to support students in the acquisition of Standard English 
literacy while affirming and placing value on the language that they speak at home. In her 
reflection, Delpit notes, that a child’s native language “is the language they heard when 
their mothers nursed them and changed their diapers and played peek-a-boo with them. It 
is the language through which they first encountered love, nurturance, and joy” (Delpit, 
1998, p. 17). To have their speech constantly corrected and never receive support for it as 
an important means of communication can negatively influence children’s self esteem 
and consequently, their motivation to learn in school. 
Delpit and Perry (1998) also unpack the negative perceptions that mainstream 
teachers and community members have of African American communicative patterns. As 
a part of her research Delpit (1998) had both African Americans and White adults 
comment on stories written by African American students using their native 
communicative patterns. She found that the non-African American participants most 
often rated the stories as poorly constructed and had negative perceptions about the 
potential of the authors. Participants familiar with Ebonics rated the stories more 
favorably and had more positive views about the students’ potential. If a teacher is not 
exposed to different language forms and taught to value them, it is difficult for them to 
practice culturally responsive instruction. 
Judith Baker (2002), a high school English teacher, concluded that there are three 
forms of the English language that students need to learn before they can be successful. 
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“Home” English, she contends, is learned from family members and peers and, in the 
case of families for whom English is a second language, it is usually a mixture of the 
native language and English. “Formal” English is learned in schools, and “professional” 
English is learned through higher education or job training. She attempts to make 
students aware of the differences as a means to have them master the mechanics of all 
three. Like other teachers who practice culturally relevant pedagogy, essential to her 
work is a respect for the language of the home (Baker, 2002). 
In an attempt to expose the correlation between power, language, and literacy 
Purcell-Gates (2002) contends: 
[Cjhildren come to school with different experiences. These experiences 
are culturally driven. Within this I see literacy use as cultural practice. It 
is cultural practice because reading and writing are woven into everyday 
experiences of people, and these everyday activities, attitudes, and beliefs help to 
define and distinguish among cultural groups. (Purcell-Gates, 2002, p. 128) 
Purcell-Gates urges teachers not to see students from minority groups as deficient but 
rather as different. She suggests that it is a teacher’s responsibility to expose students to 
what they need to know in a culturally sensitive manner, acknowledging the role that 
power relations play in the process. 
Christensen (2000) believes that language practices, in particular reading and 
writing, are political acts that have the potential to liberate people from the shackles of 
oppression. She contends that the achievement gap that exists between White students 
and many students of color is an example of how literacy is often denied to some groups 
of people and used to subordinate them. According to Christensen, reading and writing 
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have the potential to be transformative acts that can help people “rise up” and have the 
potential to provide marginalized people to liberate themselves. In her work, she 
challenges the notion of “standard” English and promotes valuing native language 
practices. Sensitive to the fact that language use is often reflective of social class and 
cultural background, she suggests helping students learn the standards of language use 
while also challenging them to evaluate who makes—and who benefits—from the rules 
regarding the use of standard English. 
Reflecting on his years as a White English teacher in a predominantly African 
American school in Philadelphia, Fecho (2004) documents “critical inquiry,” his 
approach to teaching which involves getting students to reflect critically upon power 
relations and how they manifest themselves in society. He also highlights the importance 
of “crossing cultural borders,” that is, “allowing for participants to be themselves, 
providing a complementary structure that enables inquiry, helping participants find 
relevancy, and building on students’ strengths to give insight into student needs” (p. 124). 
For example, Fecho allowed students to create space for their identities in his class by 
integrating reading and writing assignments that addressed issues relevant to them and 
supporting the use of a variety of language practices during the dialogue. Some of his 
bilingual students practiced code switching, where they used more than one language in 
the same conversation. Once students felt affirmed, they were eager to tackle complex 
issues in the class. Fecho comments that the process was as enriching for him as it was 
for his students. To implement this approach, Fecho suggests, teachers have to address 
issues of race, culture, and power in their own lives and subsequently with their students 
in the classroom. 
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Ladson-Billings (2002) demonstrates how the status of the language that students 
speak can cause teachers to make judgments about the kind of education students should 
receive. During her research she noticed that an African American speaker of Ebonics 
was given “permission to fail” by her teachers, and she documents examples of how these 
students were held to a lower standard. While White speakers of Standard English in the 
class were held to high standards and expected to complete assignments, the African 
American student was allowed not to share her experiences and was not encouraged to 
complete her writing assignments like the rest of the class. She concludes that culturally 
responsive educators need to affirm the diversity of language use in the classroom while 
maintaining high academic standards and support for all students. 
Supporting the use of non-standard forms of English in the classroom has also 
received considerable attention. Similarly, there is significant data to support the 
development of the native languages of English Language Learners in bilingual 
programs. As the study of language use in the classroom evolves, it should also include 
study of the use of Spanish (standard and non-standard forms) when working with 
Latinos in “mainstream” classrooms. For example, attempting to explain the low levels of 
achievement among Chicano students Trueba (1993) found that there is a relationship 
between the support of students’ language and culture and their school adjustment. He 
conducted research in two low-performing districts in southern California and focused on 
developing culturally appropriate methodologies for teaching English. He found that the 
teachers in the study, the majority of whom were White monolingual English speakers, 
had negative views about the potential of their students and did not think they could be 
successful. When the classrooms were reorganized into smaller communities within the 
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larger class context and built on issues that were important to the students as the subject 
for writing assignments, students acquired essential literacy skills and made some 
positive changes in their schools and communities. 
Bilingual programs have had to address the issues of affirming and utilizing two 
or more languages in instruction. Often a conflict arises. Ovando and McLaren (2000) 
explore the reasons for these conflicts by noting that many Americans have negative 
feelings about the Spanish language and those who speak it. Racism and xenophobia have 
led to a backlash against linguistic minority students that has impacted the quality of 
education they receive. Legislation like Proposition 227 in California and Question #2 in 
Massachusetts have been successful in limiting or prohibiting the use of languages other 
than English for instruction in the classroom, further demonstrating that societal power 
relations are played out in day-to-day classroom practices. 
In a guide for teachers, Hernandez (1997) calls for a more culturally responsive 
pedagogy for linguistically diverse students in multilingual classrooms and describes it as 
being “sensitive to cultural differences, appropriate to psychological, economic, and 
social realities, and characterized by the best educational practices” (Hernandez, 1997, p. 
99). It is her contention that teachers must understand that: 
• Children acquire language and culture within their communities 
• By the time children come to school, they possess some understanding of 
language and how it is used 
• Involvement in socially meaningful activities is conducive to development of 
higher level cognitive and communicative skills 
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• Language and academic development are interactive processes involving 
linguistic, sociocultural, and cognitive knowledge and experiences 
• Socioculturally and linguistically meaningful contexts enhance learning 
(Hernandez, 2002, p. 99) 
Her detailed description of culturally responsive pedagogy and suggestions for 
teachers are valuable resources for all educators who work in multilingual classrooms. As 
we have seen, culturally relevant pedagogy is contextual, that is, it looks different 
depending on the culture of the students in the classroom. While the underlying goals and 
themes are the same, it also sounds different when employed by teachers with diverse 
groups of students. Smith (1971) states that “teaching is, above all, a linguistic activity” 
and “language is at the very heart of teaching” (p. 24). Yet the role of language is rarely 
addressed in the discourse on culturally responsive pedagogy. Affirming linguistic 
diversity in the classroom has become even more difficult with states across the country 
eliminating bilingual programs and proposing harsh penalties for teachers who do not 
conform to such regulations. Many of the teachers who were interviewed as a part of this 
research project recognized the importance of language in creating relationships and 
practicing culturally responsive approaches in their classroom, and they have learned 
different languages to help them support their students and promote their academic 
achievement. The importance of language in culturally responsive teaching will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 
Challenging Static Notions of Culture 
Much of the discourse on culturally responsive pedagogy draws upon static 
notions of culture that identify students solely on the basis of one-dimensional 
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characteristics like race or gender without addressing the variety of factors that influence 
one’s identities. A static understanding of culture is problematic because holding onto 
notions of culture and cultural practices without understanding how they arc shaped by 
the context in which the participants practice them can lead to overgeneralizations and 
stereotypes. For example, Gay (2000) suggests addressing cultural influences on teaching 
and learning that focus on “core characteristics” of Latino culture “closer to the high end 
of the continuum” (p. 11). But this is a difficult, if not impossible, task that might not be 
seen as culturally responsive by many of the members of that cultural group. When trying 
to inform the practice of teachers it might be more helpful to explore the dynamic nature 
of culture as manifested by various members of the same group rather than limiting their 
study of the group to “core characteristics” that group members may not even share. 
In contrast, Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) promote the use of a cultural-historic 
approach to help “researchers and practitioners characterize the commonalities of 
experience of people who share cultural background, without ‘locating’ the 
commonalities within the individual” (p. 21). This perspective deliberately describes 
culture not as a set of fixed traits or immutable characteristics of a group. Instead 
Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) propose focusing on cultural practices is also important to 
account for variation among members of the same ethnic or cultural group. Essentializing 
culture and further marginalizing members of cultural groups that have been oppressed 
can be avoided by understanding how group members’ participation in fluid cultural 
practices of various communities and their distinct histories and experiences shape their 
identities. 
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Yon (2000) also challenges static notions of culture and contends that culture is 
“elusive.” He notes that globalization, among other factors, has shaped how culture is 
manifested and how students construct their identities. Drawing upon his research on how 
ethnically diverse students in urban schools in Canada negotiated their cultural identities, 
Yon concluded: 
[The dynamics of globalization] are also contradictory because while 
globalization erodes national identities, these and other identities are also being 
strengthened as resistance to globalization. Further-more, while national identities 
as they have traditionally been known are in decline, new identities of hybridity 
are taking their place, (p. 15) 
Since identities are shaped by the context in which they are developed and are constantly 
being renegotiated, it is extremely difficult to pre-package one set of academic strategies 
that are likely to work with all members of a cultural group. As the body of literature 
addressing culturally responsive pedagogy and students of color emerges, it is important 
to keep in mind that teachers must maintain flexible notions of culture and stay open to 
the various ways that culture can manifest itself and the various sites from which students 
draw to create their identities. 
The concept of hybridity is a central tenant of postmodernism that challenges the 
notion that identities are fixed characteristics of individuals that remain stable over time. 
Therefore, examining identities as the result of hybridization, a process by which multiple 
voices/perspectives come together and are not mixed but rather “are set against each 
other dialogically,” presents a different lens through which to critically examine 
culturally responsive pedagogy (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 360). As stated earlier, much of the 
54 
literature on the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy suggests that being responsive to 
students racial/ethnic identities can help to engage students in the learning process and 
hence promote improvements in the academic achievement of members of racial/ethnic 
groups that have historically been oppressed. While I do not dismiss the importance of 
racial/ethnic identity as a part of an individual’s identity, solely focusing on these 
characteristics provides a limited view of identity. Consequently, narrow approaches to 
teaching are potentially limited in their effectiveness because they only respond to 
fragmented aspects of students’ identities. Viewing identities as hybrid creations and 
promoting pedagogical approaches that address the multiple sites from which students 
draw to create their identities may provide a more complete understanding of identity and 
a more far-reaching process by which to address the role of identity in teaching and 
learning. In what follows I argue that one example of a hybrid identity category is urban 
youth, and I document how pedagogical approaches that address aspects of urban youth 
culture have been effective in the classroom. 
Urban/Hip-Hop Culture and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
If culturally responsive approaches to teaching and learning solely focus on race 
and/or ethnicity, then it would follow that finding teachers of color to work with students 
of color would remedy the problem of underachievement experienced by many students 
of color in urban schools. While increasing the number of teachers of color is an 
extremely important initiative, having a more proportionate representation of teachers of 
color alone will not improve the quality of education for students of color. Mahiri (1998) 
suggests that “even when teachers and students do share the same racial or ethnic 
background, the differences between the cultural perspectives of adults and those of 
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contemporary youth are often extreme.” He suggests that teachers, regardless of their 
ethnic or racial background, need to become fluent in youth popular culture which 
includes what he terms the “phenomenon of Hip-Hop” and incorporate that knowledge 
into their classroom practices (p. 335). 
In an earlier work, Mahiri (1996) documented how two teachers in urban schools 
in California were able to use African American and youth culture to enhance the writing 
skills of their students. As a result of his investigation, Mahiri concluded that when 
teachers integrated elements of African American and youth culture in their curriculum, 
students displayed skill in producing oral and written rap texts and students who had low- 
levels of participation were engaged. He cites the connection between rap texts and 
literary texts as one of the most compelling findings among the teachers and students in 
the study. 
Similarly, Morrell (2000) explored the potential of building bridges between the 
literary canon and the experiences of disenfranchised urban youth through elements of 
popular culture. Morrell contends that many urban youth display high level analytical and 
thinking skills around elements of popular culture yet are often unable to apply those 
skills to help them understand canonical texts. He promotes using popular culture as a 
bridge to understanding the curriculum. However, Morrell stresses that the relationships 
that teachers have with their students is as important as their choice of curriculum. He 
calls for more creative approaches to teaching that stem from the experiences and 
perceptions of urban students and draw from their “reservoirs of knowledge” (p. 29). 
In another work, Morrell and his co-author Duncan-Andrade (2000) argue that 
using Hip-Hop music is a way to engage urban youth and teach them the skills they need 
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to achieve academic success. They trace the evolution of rap music as a voice 
representing disenfranchised urban youth and present it as a subject worthy of academic 
study. They go on to document how one teacher used rap music as part of a curriculum 
unit designed to teach students how to analyze canonical poetry texts. For example, one 
aspect of a lesson had students interpret a poem and rap song in relation to the historical 
and literary period in which it was created. According to the authors, students were able 
to make meaningful connections between the two literary genres and were actively 
engaged throughout the unity. As a result, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell contend that 
Hip-Hop music can serve as a unifying factor among urban youth who have been 
marginalized by social systems (i.e., schools and law enforcement agencies), and when 
integrated meaningfully into the curriculum, Hip-Hop has the potential to help student 
learn more traditional subject matter. Like Mahiri, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2000) 
view youth culture, and Hip-Hop in particular, as having the potential to serve as a 
“bridge linking the vast span between the streets and the world of academics” (Duncan- 
Andrade & Morrell, 2000, p. 22). 
Wills (2002) critically reflects on how middle school students attending a 
technology camp played rap music on their computers while they did writing 
assignments. She frames their use of rap music as a form of resistance and compares this 
practice to the evolution of field songs sung by enslaved peoples. Wills also positions the 
students’ use of rap music as a challenge to the hegemony of the teacher. While I view 
slave songs and rap music as distinct, both have a similar function of serving as a mode 
of communication and information sharing for oppressed people. She highlights the 
discontinuity that arose between the White teacher who was, for the most part, unfamiliar 
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with rap music and the class of Black students who appropriated the discourse of Hip- 
Hop and she frames these differences as class- or race-based distinctions. Although Wills 
does not explicitly address hybridity, her work does underscore the importance of 
teachers familiarizing themselves with the various ways that Hip-Hop music is used by 
urban students and the meaning it has for their lives. 
In an overview of the literature on the topic of the role of popular culture in 
education, Dolby (2003) positions popular culture as a powerful force in the United 
States permeating homes, classroom, and other public and private spheres. She frames 
popular culture as a “cultural practice that has its own power to create social change” and 
a force that can be “mobilized by and with youth to bring about democratic practices- 
everyday actions that move us toward a more just and equitable society” (p. 258). She 
stresses the ever-changing nature of popular culture and urges educators and educational 
researchers not to overlook popular culture as a “site” where youth are invested and can 
be engaged. 
In her study of a multiracial high school in Durban, South Africa, Dolby (2000) 
challenged the notion of identity as a fixed entity. Instead, she promotes a more dynamic 
understanding of how identities are relationally created and recreated. One of the primary 
findings suggests that students in her study forged bonds based on popular culture that in 
some ways transcended racial alliances in the school. Dolby contends that students draw 
from popular culture as a source for the creation of their own identities. Her work leads 
me to question the sources from which teachers draw to create their identities. Although 
most of the teachers in this study draw, at least in part, from urban youth culture, and 
more specifically Hip-Hop as sources of knowledge, I would argue that they are the 
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exception and not the norm. Nevertheless, all of the teachers are widely regarded as 
excellent and effective teachers of urban youth. Therefore, addressing teacher identity 
formation (particularly in relation to student identities) is an important subject of study 
that can contribute to new understandings regarding the preparation of teachers. 
Teacher Autobiography and Teacher Preparation 
Over the next 10 years it is estimated that over 2.2 million new teachers will need 
to be hired to fill the vacancies left by retiring teachers and to meet the needs of a 
growing school-aged population (Recruiting New Teachers, 2000). Although teachers of 
color bring several benefits to the classroom, including serving as role models and 
potentially having a deeper understanding of minority group culture, data show that, in 
fact, the number of teachers of color entering the profession is declining (Darling- 
Hammond, 1996; Recruiting New Teachers, 2000). The demographics of pre-service 
teachers in college teacher preparation programs indicate that the demographic 
characteristics of the teaching force will not markedly change the racial demographics of 
the teaching force in the near future. As a result, the teaching population will continue to 
be mostly White and monolingual. Therefore, concurrent with a push to increase the 
number of teachers of color, a special effort to help all teachers, regardless of cultural 
background, develop teacher identities that help promote the academic achievement of 
diverse students. 
For this purpose, many educator preparation programs have incorporated 
individual courses on the topic of multicultural education. However, multiculturalism 
rarely permeates the rest of the curriculum of most teacher preparation programs. Vavrus 
(2002b) calls for a shift in the education of teachers that revolves around reflection and 
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introspection and the development of an anti-racist teacher identity. He explains that 
“absent an identity that incorporates a transformative multicultural perspective, a teacher 
is likely to use mainstream teaching and learning approaches that can perpetuate an 
academic achievement gap between White students and students of color” (Vavrus, 
2002a). 
Part of developing a positive teacher identity involves gaining an understanding 
of one’s own racial identity (Lawrence & Tatum, 1997). Identity is not a pre-determined 
or fixed entity but rather a dynamic aspect of oneself that is continuously shaped and 
reshaped both individually and by social factors. As previously noted, the majority of 
teachers and pre-service teacher candidates are middle-class and White. If their 
socialization as individuals and as teachers does not include experiences in communities 
with people similar to the ones in which their potential students live, then how can they 
connect with students whose backgrounds and experiences are different than their own? 
All teachers, regardless of race, need to be prepared to work with students of 
diverse backgrounds. White teachers, who comprise the overwhelming majority of 
teachers and pre-service teacher candidates, often enter pre-service education programs 
with little knowledge of cultural differences. They often possess stereotypes about 
students of color in urban schools, and they have little knowledge of multiple forms of 
oppression such as racism and classism (Sleeter, 2001). Almost 90% of teachers working 
with culturally and linguistically diverse students do not have eight or more hours of 
professional development aimed at preparing them to work effectively with this 
population (NCES, 2002). Multicultural education courses and field experiences in 
diverse settings have been implemented to help pre-service teachers acquire the skills 
60 
they need to be successful in working with culturally diverse students (NCES, 2002). 
According to Vavrus (2002b), 
Multicultural education can help teachers acquire knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions that serve all children and youth, especially students whose interests 
have been historically marginalized by institutions and people in privileged 
positions. To attain this purpose, culturally responsive and relevant teachers need 
professional development from institutions committed to multicultural education 
reform, (p. 1) 
However, studies have shown that multicultural education courses and field 
experiences that are not accompanied by an infusion of diversity throughout the teacher 
preparation curriculum can actually reinforce stereotypes, specifically among White pre¬ 
service teachers (McDiarmid, 1990; Moll 2002; Vavrus, 2002b). Irvine (2003) contends 
that efforts to improve the preparation of teachers to teach the growing population of 
ethnically and linguistically diverse learners are limited because they have failed to 
acknowledge the importance of personal relationships. She proposes a 
reconceptualization of the roles of teachers that includes the following six strategies: 
Teachers as culturally responsive pedagogists; Teachers as systematic reformers; 
Teachers as members of caring communities; Teachers as reflective practitioners and 
researchers; Teachers as pedagogical-content specialists; and Teachers as antiracist 
educators (Jordan-Irvine, 2003, p. 73). 
The American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education’s (AACTE) 
Committee on Multicultural Education (2002) contends that teacher preparation programs 
need to help pre-service teachers become aware of the sociocultural realities of culturally 
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and linguistically diverse learners. They note that teachers need to learn about the 
cultures of their students, the languages they speak, and how students construct their 
worldviews. Before being able to truly understand the sociocultural realities of students 
who are culturally different from themselves, teachers must understand how their own 
socialization has impacted how they think and work with students of diverse 
backgrounds. Carter and Goodwin (1994) posit that in order to work effectively with 
students of color, it is important that teachers understand their own racial identity 
development. 
The focus on addressing teacher identities as part of preparing students to practice 
multicultural education is amplified by Vavrus (2002a) who conducted a two-year study 
of post-baccalaureate teacher candidates examining the importance of teacher identity 
formation. He found that curricular interventions coupled with an autobiographical 
research project helped move the teacher preparation candidates in the study toward an 
anti-racist teacher identity. 
Unfortunately, many teacher preparation programs prepare teachers “from a 
monocultural perspective that eschews the pervasive impact of race, class, linguistic 
background, culture, gender, and ability and emphasizes instead a universal knowledge 
base for teaching” (Cochran Smith, Davis, & Fries, 2004, p. 933). Attempts to address 
issues of diversity in teacher preparation, according to Nieto (2000b), must include a 
radical transformation of policy and practice that places issues of social justice at the 
foreground and promotes teaching as a life-long commitment to transformation. Although 
colleges and schools of education have, for the most part, been slow to change, better 
preparing teachers to work with diverse learners is an extremely important and timely 
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topic that is important to study. Moreover, examining the biographies of teachers can 
help teacher educators better prepare new teachers to respond to the hybrid identities that 
students create by drawing from a variety of sources, including urban/Hip-Hop culture. 
Chapter Summary 
In Chapter 2 I reviewed the literature regarding culturally responsive pedagogies 
and challenged the static notions of culture that permeate the discourse on the topic. I 
proposed a shift in the discourse from solely conceptualizing culture in terms of race or 
ethnicity to one that acknowledges the hybrid nature of culture and identity. I argued that 
urban youth is a hybrid identity category and highlighted the value of Hip-Hop culture as 
an important aspect of the identities of many urban youth. In addition, I sought to add 
Latino students the discourse on culturally responsive pedagogy which has predominantly 
focused on African American students. Finally, I addressed the importance of studying 
teacher biographies and how they shape teachers’ identities in relation to their students. 
63 
CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY: REPRESENTIN’ AND REPRESENT(ATION) 
Both the postmodern and hip-hop understandings of what it means to represent 
strongly influence how I collected, presented, and analyzed the data in this dissertation. 
Representation and Representin ’ serve as the foundation for what I am calling 
Represent(ations), a hybrid methodology I created to employ in this study. The term is an 
example of hybridization, “a mixture of two social languages within the limits of a single 
utterance, an encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two different linguistic 
consciousnesses separated from one another by epoch, by social differentiation or by 
some other factor” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 358). Using a hybrid term to describe a hybrid 
methodology underscores the fluid nature of culture and identity explored in this study. In 
this chapter I unpack terminology of both the postmodern and, broadly defined, 
urban/Hip-Hop usages of represent and representation and address how they influence 
my work. In addition to the theoretical frameworks, I also discuss the various 
methodologies that I drew upon to create the Represent(ations). Finally, I describe in 
detail the setting and participants. 
Issues of representation are a focal point of postmodern discourse. Postmodernists 
concern themselves with creating space for the immersion of multiple voices and multiple 
truths while questioning the representation of history and cultural identities, particularly 
as reflected in master narratives. They abandon the notion of a grand narrative and 
challenge the notion of history as what “really” occurred in favor of multiple, mediated 
representations of what happened. These representations are shaped by the 
historian/storyteller. According to the postmodern perspectives there are many different 
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interpretations and, consequently, representations of reality (Derrida, 1967; jagodzinski, 
1997; Scheurich, 1994). 
Representation is also a central theme in Hip-Hop/urban discourse. Hip-hop/urban 
culture is another perspective from which to view reality and another context for 
understanding representation. Hip-hop, according to journalist Kevin Powell, “fills a void 
in the telling of the American story” (CBS News, September 26, 2000), and presents, as 
does the postmodern perspective, a different voice or type of representation. Rooted in 
the experiences of disenfranchised urban youth, Hip-Hop has transcended racial 
affiliations and geographic barriers, gaining widespread popularity across the United 
States and the world. Its influence on the lives of urban youth is well documented (Dolby, 
2003; Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Flores, 2000; Newman, 2001). The term represent takes 
on a different phonemic form and has a distinct meaning among many people influenced 
by the culture of hip-hop. Representin’ refers to actions carried out by individuals with 
knowledge and pride in the fact that they reflect the various socially constructed 
communities of which they might be members. 
While disagreement reigns among scholars about the inception of postmodernism, 
theorists often target the 1970’s as the beginning of discussions about postmodernism in 
the humanities (Brown, 1995). According to this timeline, the postmodern movement 
runs parallel with the creation and evolution of Hip-Hop. While postmodern discourse 
has been one taken up by many academics, Hip-Hop culture and its subsequent discourse 
has been a counternarrative to schooled or academic discourses—a discourse grounded in 
urban communities. Yet, these two distinct discourses, when looked at in relation to each 
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other, can inform approaches to teaching today’s urban students—who are often referred 
to as the Hip-Hop generation—in a postmodern era. 
Representation and Postmodernism 
One of the primary issues addressed by postmodernists is representation 
(jagodzinski, 1997). Central to postmodernism are questions such as: Who is 
represented? How are they represented? Who is doing the representing? Denzin and 
Lincoln (1994) label as a “crisis in representation” the concerns of researchers who are 
trying to amplify multiple voices by making sure to include those of traditionally 
oppressed groups. Denzin and Lincoln, like many other postmodern theorists, challenge 
accepted norms of representation and urge researchers to be more inclusive in their 
representation of their data. 
Often intellectual discourse is positioned as an absolute truth or “grand narrative” 
that arises from modem science or rational thought. In contrast, postmodern theorists, 
challenge the essentialization of knowledge. That is, they contend that there are multiple 
ways of knowing and viewing multiple truths. What constitutes knowledge or the truth 
depends on “whose truth is being told” (Scheurich, 1994, p. 23). Therefore, when 
addressing issues of representation, postmodern researchers must make room for multiple 
voices, address issues of power, and make every effort to represent participants as 
accurately as possible. Derrida (1967) anecdotally describes the complexity of 
representation noting: 
There are things like reflecting pools, and images, an infinite reference from one 
to the other, but no longer a source, a spring. There is no longer a simple origin. 
For what is reflected is split into itself and not only as an addition to itself of its 
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image.What can look at itself is not one; and the law of addition of the 
origin to its representation, of the thing to its image, is that one plus one makes at 
least three, (p. 36) 
That is not to say that reality is entirely a social construction. Knowledge is 
produced as the result of interactions between what we think about the world and what 
we experience in the world (Derrida, 1967). Therefore, even though experiences in the 
world are filtered through one’s cultural lenses, some of our experiences are influenced 
by physical representations that may be, in fact, real. Consequently, representation and 
representin’ are influenced by sociocultural factors that influence how an event or person 
is represented. 
Lyotard (1984) stressed that no representation is ever complete; some aspect of 
the event is always missed. He posited that since events are often analyzed as text or 
phrases, they go beyond the limits of representation because no one representational 
system can represent all phrases or, consequently, an entire event. Foucault viewed 
representation as related to “knowledge” (Foucault, 1980; McHoul & Grace, 1997). He 
believed that to “know” is to represent an idea or construct. Like Lyotard, Foucault 
acknowledged the multiple sociopolitical variables that influence knowledge construction 
and the representation of that knowledge and highlighted the importance of discourse as a 
system of representation. 
Language, according to postmodernists, does not mirror reality but rather reflects 
mediated accounts of it. Any representation must be considered as a version of the truth 
since there is no one truth to serve as a point of validation. What is left is a construction 
of reality that can be deconstructed. Foucault referred to these accounts as “fabrications” 
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of reality which can be examined “in order to reveal how the play of power favors some 
representations and not others, and how, therefore, the world comes to meaning and 
subjects are molded within the disseminations of power” (Natoli, 1997, p. 72). 
Representing or describing something is a form of power because the act of 
representing, in a sense, shapes reality. The work of hooks (1992) highlights the fact that 
issues of power, and specifically racialized power relations, often remain hidden because 
of the way that events and items are named or described. Her text. Black Looks, examines 
the way that the media has represented people of color in the United States. She examines 
long-standing narratives related to race, deconstructs them, and proposes new ways to 
look at race and representation. Some researchers have avoided addressing issues of 
representation by hiding behind claims of complete objectivity. Some postmodern 
theorists have addressed issues of representation in various aspects of the research 
process. For example, the act of naming can be seen as a display of power the researcher 
has over the participants. More recent work suggests that researchers should go beyond 
identifying power relations and embrace the power of representation (Brown, 1995). 
The work of many of the theorists mentioned here attest to the importance of 
addressing issues of representation in all areas of life, and in this case, education 
research. In many ways I echo the concern of postmodern theorists regarding 
representation. I too want to make sure that I represent the participants in this research in 
a way that amplifies their voices and presents their reality accurately and that critically 
addresses the power of the researcher to represent the participants. Simultaneously, this 
dissertation and much of my life’s work have focused on issues of representation as 
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described by a different discourse community, and it is this notion of representin ’ that is 
discussed in what follows. 
Representin’ and Hip-Hop/Urban Culture 
What is now commonly referred to as hip-hop culture has its inception in New 
York in the mid 1970’s. Rapping, Dancing, Deejaying, and Graffiti Art are four central 
elements to hip-hop (Chang, 2005). It emerged as a response to many of the social ills 
experienced by urban youth, and over the past three decades, it has evolved into a cultural 
movement. Newman (2001) suggests that “hip hop is best understood as a peer culture 
and aesthetic sensibility, comparable to the classic European-based movements of 
romanticism, modernism, and so on” (p. 389). While hip-hop is multidimensional, there 
is a discourse that many members of the “hip-hop generation” draw upon to talk about 
their experiences. One of the major concepts employed by members of this discourse 
community is representin \ 
Representation in the hip-hop sense of the word has a slightly different meaning 
and usage than that employed by postmodern theorists. Postmodern concerns regarding 
representation usually address how researchers, as outsiders, can be more conscious of 
issues of power and representation of the people they study. Conversely, for members of 
the urban/Hip-Hop community, representin’, the act of representation, is more about how 
insiders represent themselves and, consequently, members of the communities they 
represent. More specifically, representin’ refers to how one’s actions reflect on the other 
members of the various socially constructed communities of which one might be (or is) a 
member. Group membership can be based on personal affiliations, geographic location, 
shared experience, or other factors. Representin’ implies that the actions of the individual 
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representa, the one who does the representing, are inextricably linked to the overall 
image and well being of the group. While there is no “official text” or “grand narrative” 
that discusses the term in detail, representin’ has been employed by many rappers in their 
lyrics. Their voices highlight how urban youth (and others influenced by Hip-Hop 
culture) use the term and provide valuable insights into its meaning. 
The Notorious B.I.G., widely considered one of the best rappers of all time, 
proclaimed in one of his songs, “Live from Bedford Stuyvestant/ The livest one/ 
Representin’ BK [Brooklyn] to the fullest.” In a song entitled “Representin’,” the rapper 
Knightowl states, “Once again Knightowl’s back/ Representin’ that 619 baby.” Both 
B.I.G. and Knightowl use the term representin’ in these particular songs to describe a 
connection to a specific geographic location, community, or particular urban locale. For 
B.I.G. it is a connection to Brooklyn, New York, and Knightowl’s reference to the 619 
refers to the area code of the San Diego area. In their rhymes, both of these rappers are 
reppin (short for representin’) for a specific geographic location they identify with. The 
lives of many rappers reflect the difficult conditions including poverty and violence that 
impact the lives of youth growing up in impoverished inner-city neighborhoods. The fact 
that many do not own property in the neighborhoods or cities with which they are 
identifying underscores the socially constructed nature of these affiliations. Their 
investment in these communities is not necessarily monetary but rather reflects a shared 
identity with other people who share the experience of living in a particular locale. 
The concept of representin’, however, is not confined to a particular region. It can 
also refer to actions taken on behalf of a community that not is restricted to a specific 
area code or borough. For example, many rappers create crews or groups of associates 
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that often consist of other rappers and friends. The members of these crews can be from 
any neighborhood, city, or state. In a duet between Serv-On, a New Orleans based rapper, 
and Big Pun, a rapper from New York City, Serv-On begins his verse with, “Pun 
represent Terror Squad, I represent the tank.” The Terror Squad and No Limit, which 
uses a tank as their logo, are currently two popular crews in rap game. By naming their 
crew affiliations, listeners know to view their feelings about that particular rapper or song 
as a reflection of the quality of the whole crew. 
Some rappers refer to a different type of crew in their rhymes. Da Brat, a female 
rapper from Atlanta, says in one of her rhymes, “It’s a must that I bust any mic 
(microphone) that you hand to me/ and represent for the rest of the family.” Also 
stressing representin’ on behalf of family, the rapper Mos Def raps, “Hold it down so my 
family straight/ Represent in a family way/ Pro ball not for amateur play.” The verses of 
Mos and Brat, examined along-side the previous verses addressing representin’, 
demonstrate the fluid nature of the concept and how multiple group affiliations represent 
the multiple identities of the participants in this discourse- a notion congruent with 
postmodernism. It is also important to note the concept of family employed in this 
discourse is also a fluid concept that goes beyond the definition of a “traditional” family 
unit that consists solely of blood relatives. 
Crews, families, and neighborhoods can be viewed in this case as micro-groups. 
They have a finite number of members and, for the most part, the number of members 
stays more or less the same. In addition, specifically with crews and to a lesser extent 
with groups based on geographic locations like a neighborhood, borough, or city, 
representas know many of the other members on whose behalf they are representin’. 
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Many rappers also represent for macro-groups that are much larger in number and 
broader in scope. In this case, they may not even know the majority of people for whom 
they are representin’, but their identities as members of these groups are viewed as 
important and so, consequently, worth representin’. For example, the rapper Kurious 
states in one of his songs, “Kurious the magician hits the podium like a public speaker/ 
Highly energized Boricua/ Strictly representin’ for my people Spanish speakin'/ Shit got 
you groovin’/ half-Cuban Puerto Rican.” Similarly, Latina rapper, Angie Martinez, notes 
in one of her songs, “my name is Angie Martinez/ what a true microphone fiend is/ 
Steppin' up lovely with MY, AD-IDAS/ through your speakers/ representin’ Boricuas and 
all hip-hop rhyme seekers.” In this case, each rapper claims to represent millions of 
people. On the U.S. mainland alone, there are more than 25 million “Spanish-speakers” 
and approximately 4 million Boricuas, more commonly known as Puerto Ricans. These 
rappers position themselves as members and, in a very real sense, representatives, of 
these groups and acknowledge a sense of responsibility that goes along with representin’. 
Female rapper Remy Martin even acknowledges in one of her songs the enormity of the 
responsibility that comes with group membership by questioning, in one song/rap, “Is 
she really thorough with her borough, can she represent?” 
While representin’ is often used to refer to taking action on behalf of a group of 
people, you can also represent a concept or set of values. KRS-ONE, one of the 
primogenitors of rap music, is often viewed as representin’ the social consciousness of 
the rap community. In fact, his rap name, KRS-ONE, is an acronym for Knowledge 
Reigns Supreme Over Nearly Everyone. In his song Representin ’ the Real Hip-Hop, he 
critiques the direction Hip-Hop music has taken and the references to violence that 
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permeate many rap songs. He urges rappers to get back to the roots of Hip-Hop and reject 
the narrowing and commercialization of the art form. 
Although I have chosen to include relatively positive rap verses in my etymology 
of the uses of the term representin’, it is also important to problematize hip-hop and 
specifically rap music. That is, I acknowledge that there are multiple voices and takes on 
representin’ that do not represent values I would identify as positive. In Tupac’s 
Representin’ 1993, the rapper talks about representin’ what he later refers to as a “thug 
life.” In a published freestyle rap. Big Pun says he represents “thug Tecs” [guns]. I have 
tried to avoid explicit references to violence, misogyny, homophobia, etc... that are also 
pervasive in many rap songs. However, despite its shortcomings, there is a lot that can be 
learned by the academic community from Hip-Hop. Citing the potential to learn from 
Hip-Hop culture, Michael Eric Dyson (2001) notes, 
Given its universal popularity and troubling effects, hip-hop is a vital cultural 
language that we had all better learn. To ignore its genius, to romanticize its 
deficits, or to bash it with undisceming generalities is to risk the opportunity to 
engage our children about perhaps the most important cultural force in their lives, 
(p. 138) 
The concept of representin’ has applicability beyond the community in which it 
originated. Urban youth and the communities they represent have “funds of knowledge” 
(Moll, 1992) that can and should be tapped to inform educational research and practice, 
as suggested by Dyson’s warning above. Many urban students have internalized 
representin’ as a cultural code, and the concept is a central part of their discourse. 
Bringing this value into the discourse of teacher preparation might help teachers to 
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become culturally connected. That is, they can become active members in one or more of 
the socially constructed groups of which their students are a part and, thus, learn to 
represent for their students. In an attempt to draw upon the richness of urban 
communities and merge that discourse with postmodern understandings of representation, 
I have created a hybrid methodology that I call Represent(ations). This approach is rooted 
in the intersections between the postmodern notion of representation and the urban/Hip- 
Hop sense of the word; moreover, it draws upon several qualitative methodologies that 
are discussed in more detail in the following section. 
Represent(ations) as a Methodological Approach 
For the methodology utilized in this dissertation, I created a hybrid methodology 
which draws from several qualitative methodologies and approaches. I have chosen to 
call the approach Represent(ations) because the term reflects postmodern concerns about 
issues of representation and the urban/Hip-Hop sense of the word representin’. 
Importantly, both inform the theoretical grounding for my research. The specific term 
represents an emic perspective in that it adopts a term from the culture of urban students- 
a community that I am trying to “represent” as an insider. As a researcher who is himself 
a Latino raised in an urban community and a product of the Hip-Hop generation, I am 
conscious of the fact that I’m constantly representin', various communities. These 
include but are not limited to: urban youth of color, my family (loosely defined), Puerto 
Ricans, the institutions with which I am associated, the neighborhood in which I grew up, 
and as a current resident of the city of Springfield, the city in which this study takes 
place. My hope is that the naming and subsequent process of represent(ation) and 
analysis are culturally connected to the experiences of urban students. Interweaving 
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aspects of different methodologies to create a new approach to data collection, 
presentation, and analysis will provide a more accurate representation of the participants’ 
biographies and allow for multiple reflections on the research questions to emerge. 
First, I conducted in-depth phenomenologically based interviews with each of the 
participants. This methodology draws from the work of Seidman, (1998), and it focuses 
on understanding the lived experiences of the participants. Each participant was asked 31 
open-ended questions with the goal of gaining a better understanding of their personal 
and professional development as exceptional educators of Latino students in urban 
schools (see Appendix). The interviews lasted between one and two hours and were 
audiotaped to help facilitate transcription and analysis. 
Data were transcribed and each response was coded based on characteristics of 
the response. As per Seidman’s recommendation the coding was done on printed 
transcripts of the data. Subsequently, I imported the documents and my codes into 
ATLAS, a software package for qualitative data analysis. The software package was used 
exclusively for storage and retrieval of data. Coded responses reflective of similar 
experiences were organized into themes. 
The methodology also draws upon the ethnographic case study methodology. This 
approach is similar to the case study method outlined by Yin (1994), but it is distinct in 
that it “uses a sociocultural analysis of each of the [participants]” and “presents them 
contextually within their cultural and social environments” (Nieto, 2004, p. 6). As part of 
the interview protocol, participants were asked to describe their neighborhoods, schools, 
families, and other factors that provide an overview of the settings in which they had 
experiences. The ethnographic nature of the case study approach provides a more 
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accurate representation (i.e., more complete view) of the participants’ lives. In Chapter 4 
the data will be presented in the form of Represent(ations)—excerpts, similar to vignettes 
or profiles (Seidman, 1998). They were created using the transcripts of the participants’ 
responses crafted to provide an overview of the person, their beliefs about teaching and 
learning, their work with urban Latino students, and their recommendations for 
improving the preparation of teachers for urban schools. 
I also employed aspects of cross-case analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994), a 
method aimed at examining multiple cases in various ways which would not be possible 
within one individual case study. For example, the cases can be compared to predefined 
categories, or, as I have used the method here, they can be analyzed in search of 
similarities or differences across cases. 
In an effort to address issues of accurate representation and validity, I “recycled” 
(Lather, 1991) the data and my analyses. Lather (1991) suggests that sharing the findings 
with the participants can serve as a means of verification. She urges researchers to avoid 
a "lust for authoritative accounts" that position the researchers voice as the only authority 
in the text (p. 85). Lather contends that such recycling allows for the participants to 
participate in another aspect of the research process and has the potential to promote 
more equitable power relations between the research and the participants. 
In sum, the various qualitative methodologies described above combine to create 
a hybrid methodology that I argue is responsive to the importance of representation in 
both the postmodern and urban/Hip-Hop meanings of the word. As a result, this 
dissertation itself becomes a represent(ation). It represents the stories of the participants 
and their suggestions for the improvement of teacher preparation and subsequently the 
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quality of education for Latino students in urban schools. The city of Springfield, the 
Springfield Public Schools and the participants in the research will be discussed in what 
follows. 
Setting 
The City of Springfield 
Springfield is a diverse urban community located in Western Massachusetts 
approximately 90 miles southwest of Boston and 25 miles north of Hartford, Connecticut. 
It was founded in 1636 and named after Springfield, England, the birthplace of William 
Pynchon, the founder of the city. The city currently has approximately 152,000 residents, 
making it the third largest city in the state (Current Population Survey, 2003). According 
to the 2000 Census, 56% of the residents identify as White, 28% as Latino (24% Puerto 
Rican), and 21% as Black or African American. (These figures add up to more than 
100% because of the way that the Census Bureau asked questions about race/ethnicity on 
the 2000 Census. Since Latinos can be of any race, some identified as White, some as 
Black , and others as multiracial, thus, increasing the figures related to the numbers of 
non-Latinos in the city.) 
Like many other post-industrial cities, Springfield finds itself in a tough economic 
situation. The unemployment rate in Springfield is higher than state and national 
averages; residents who are employed make less money than other families across the 
nation. In 2003 the median household income in Springfield was $30,417, more that 
$11,000 less than the national average household income for that year which was 
$41,994. An examination of per capita income shows a similar trend; Springfield 
residents earn approximately $10,000 less that other individuals in the state of 
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Massachusetts and the rest of the country. When the per capita income is disaggregated 
by race, racial inequities are made visible. African American residents earn $5000 per 
year less than Whites in Springfield. Latino residents, on average, earn approximately 
$10,000 less than Whites in the city and almost $13,000 per year less than the national 
average for per capita income. Consequently, approximately 35% of all children in the 
city of Springfield 18 years old or younger live below the poverty line (Census, 2000). 
Springfield has also experienced the social ills that plague many economically 
disenfranchised communities. In 2002, based on percentage of the population, the number 
of robberies and forcible rapes was more than double the national average. The rate of 
burglaries and motor vehicle thefts was more than three times as high, and the rate of 
aggravated assault was more than four times the national average. In 2004, Springfield 
was rated the 17th most dangerous city in America. At one point in February of 2005, the 
city was averaging a murder per week. Fourteen of the 17 victims of homicide in the city 
last year were African American or Latino all under the age of 27, prompting the local 
newspaper to publish a series of articles addressing the theme Youth In Crisis (Munoz, 
2005). Forty one percent of the inmates in the Hampden County Correctional facility are 
Latino; 23% are Black. Latinos make up less that 20% of county residents, but they 
account for almost half of the local population of incarcerated people. Furthermore, 
Latinos are more than three times as likely to drop out of school as White students in the 
state, and they comprise less that (10%) of all students at state colleges. These glaring 
inequities underscore the importance of understanding the sociopolitical factors that 
shape the lives of students in the Springfield Public Schools. 
78 
The Springfield Public Schools 
The Springfield Public Schools serve 25,957 students. The district has 32 
elementary schools, six middle/junior high schools, and five traditional high schools. 
Latinos account for half of all of the students enrolled in the city’s public schools; 
African Americans and Whites comprise 28% and 20% of the school population 
respectively. The average per pupil expenditure for students in Springfield for the 2004- 
2005 school year was $ 6,692; the state average was $8,273. Approximately 1 in every 
five students speaks a language other than English as their primary language, and almost 
3 out of every four students are eligible for free or reduced-fee lunch. 
The high school dropout rate for the district is reported as 8%, approximately 5% 
higher than the state average. Latinos account for the largest percentage of dropouts and, 
thus, have a “dropout” rate that is higher than 8%. Although the district rate of 8% is 
alarmingly high, I believe that the figure only tells a small fraction of the story. From this 
statistic, one could conclude that 92 out of every 100 students in Springfield graduates. 
However, they would be incorrect. The disparities between the dropout rate that is 
reported and the raw data regarding student enrollment paint contrasting pictures. For 
example, the figure below draws from data obtained from the Springfield Public Schools 
and the Massachusetts Department of Education to document the number of Latino 
students who began high school as members of the projected class of 2005 and follow 
their class enrollment over a period of four academic years. 
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I Latino Students Enrolled in the 
Class of 2005 
2001-2 2002-3 2003-4 2004-5 Graduated 
Figure 1. Graduating Class of 2005 Latino enrollment 2001-2005 
As noted in the figure, in October of the 2001-2002 school year, there were a total 
of 1,047 students enrolled in 9th grade public high schools across the city who identified 
as Latino. The following school year (2002-2003) the number of Latino students enrolled 
in the tenth grade in Springfield Public high schools dipped to 663, indicating that, for 
whatever reason, 384 students did not progress with their class to the next grade. The 
enrollment of Latino members of the projected graduating class of 2005 who were in 
their third year of high school in October of the 2003-2004 school year was down to 495 
students. In the class of 2005 ’s senior year of high school (2004-2005 school year), only 
417 Latino students were enrolled as 12 graders in October, marking a net loss of 630 
Latino students (approximately 60%) over a three-year period. Of the 475 Latino 
students reported as enrolled in the 12th grade in October of 2004, only 260 officially 
graduated as members of the Class of 2005 in June. According to the data, 787 of 1,047 
Latino members of the projected graduating class of 2005 did graduate with their class in 
four years. That means that more than 75% of Latinos who began high school as ninth 
graders in 2001 did not graduate four years later in 2005. Yet, the dropout rate, according 
to district and state data, is only 8%. I acknowledge that it does not mean that all of them 
dropped out, but I find it hard to believe that approximately three out of every four Latino 
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students in Springfield moved or transferred to other districts and simultaneously, the 
class was not rejuvenated with any “new” Latinos moving into the city and enrolling as 
members of the graduating Class of 2005. The narrow definition of who constitutes a 
“drop out” masks the decimation of a cohort of students and fails to adequately address 
the magnitude of the problem related to issues regarding the retention and graduation of 
Latino students in the city of Springfield. 
Another major issue facing students and teachers in the city of Springfield is a 
lack of financial resources. As a result of the financial hardships of the city, public school 
teachers have not had a raise in four years. Conservative estimates of the increase in the 
cost of living since their contract expired hover around 12%; therefore, in many respects, 
the teachers are making 88% of what they were four years ago. Between the beginning of 
the school year in September 2004 and now (June 5, 2005), 216 teachers have quit their 
jobs the Springfield Public Schools; they represented almost 10% of the entire teaching 
force in the city. The negotiations for a new contract are slow and it is expected that, 
minimally, 50 more teachers are going to retire at the end of this school year, creating an 
even more dire need for teachers. Despite the tough times in the city and the many 
challenges faced by teachers and students in the Springfield Public Schools, the 10 
teachers who participated in this study have chosen to stay and represent. They are 
described in more detail in the next section. 
Exemplary Teachers of Latino Students 
To locate participants for this study who would qualify as exemplary teachers of 
Latino students, I sought out many sources. The 10 teachers who participated in this 
study were nominated by: members of the community, local teacher educators, teachers 
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in the district, and representatives of local community-based organizations. (For more 
information about the community nomination method (Foster, 1991) see Chapter 1.) 
People were asked to nominate “exceptional teachers of Latino students.” These 10 were 
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mentioned by more than one nominator and all agreed to be interviewed for this 
dissertation. 
Eight are currently teaching in the Springfield Public Schools, and 2 have recently 
accepted administration positions in the district. Four identify themselves as Puerto 
Rican; 4 identify as White and 2 as African American. Eight of the 10 live in the city of 
Springfield, and 1 lives in Holyoke, a nearby city with demographic characteristics and 
challenges similar to those of Springfield. One lives in Westfield. They range in age from 
22 to 56 and have anywhere from 1 to 36 years of teaching experience. Taken as a whole, 
they represent more than 135 years of teaching experience in urban schools. Three of the 
participants are elementary educators. Four teach in middle schools. One is an early 
childhood educator, and 2 are middle school administrators. 
Chapter Summary 
Chapter 3 traced the foundations and development of Represent(ations), a hybrid 
methodology employed in this dissertation. The theoretical underpinnings of the 
approach, as rooted in postmodernism and hip-hop culture, were discussed in relation to 
the various methodological approaches from which I drew. These include in-depth 
phenomenological interviewing (Seidman, 1998), ethnographic case studies (Nieto, 
2004), and “recycling” (Lather, 1991). An overview of the setting, the city of Springfield 
and the Springfield Public Schools, was provided as background for understanding the 
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sociopolitical context of teaching and learning in the city of Springfield, and a general 
overview of the participants was included in the chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 
REPRESENT(ATIONS) OF “HOME-GROWN” TEACHERS 
This chapter presents Represent(ations) of five of the exceptional teachers of 
Latino students who participated in the study. All of the teachers included in this chapter 
were either bom or raised in the city of Springfield, Massachusetts, the district that served 
as the site for the study. In addition, all were students in the Springfield Public Schools 
and are now teachers or administrators in the district. Hence, I use the term “home¬ 
grown” to describe them collectively. The second group of teachers, whose 
Represent(ations) will appear in Chapter 5, either live outside of the city or moved to 
Springfield as adults. I refer to them as “transplants.” The home-grown teachers are 
connected to the community, in part, because they have been immersed in the life of the 
city for most, if not all, of their lives. The transplanted teachers have worked to immerse 
themselves in an unfamiliar city and learn about the residents. Since one of the themes 
that emerged from my analysis of the data (see Chapter 6) was a connection to the 
community, it makes sense to separate the Represent(ations) into two chapters based on 
the circumstances and conditions related to their arrival in the city of Springfield. By 
chance, half of the participants fall into each category; five are “home-grown” and five 
are “transplanted.” Each set of Represent(ations) highlights the various ways teachers in 
the study have constructed their biographies and taken on culturally connected identities 
that inform their practice and allow them to represent for Latino students. 
The Represent(ations) highlight the voices of the participants in the study and are 
taken verbatim from the interview transcripts. As part of the transcription process, I 
added punctuation and eliminated fillers that did not add meaning to their responses. To 
84 
add to the fluidity of the Represent(ations) and provide context for the reader, I included 
the question to which they were responding as part of their response. As I discussed in 
the previous chapter, I have made every attempt to ensure that I represent their 
perspectives as accurately as possible. The titles of the excerpts— “Mad Bilingual,” 
“Middle of the Hill,” “On the Cusp,” “In Between Two Worlds,” and “No Frontin’ —Be 
Who You Are” —are based on statements made by the participants during our interviews 
and they reflect the various identities appropriated by the teachers. These statements were 
embedded in various parts of the transcripts and based on my analysis of the data 
(Chapter 6); I argue that they are examples of how the teachers in the study become 
culturally connected. 
Jennifer Helmsley: “Mad Bilingual” 
Jessica is a White, 22 year old middle school teacher. She grew up in Springfield 
and attended public junior high and high schools in the city. Jessica worked as a 
substitute teacher while in college and has been teaching full-time for 2 years. She is 
fluent in Spanish and teaches in the English Language Learner Program. 
I grew up with a lot of foster kids in the house. There were about 50 kids in and 
out of the house over the last 15 plus years. We’ve had kids of every color, every race, 
every background that you could imagine. That is a big part of what has made me who I 
am. I studied psychology with a Spanish and Education minor in college. I do a lot in the 
church. I’m really active in the church. La Iglesia Apostolica Renovacion. I used to go to 
Bethany Assembly of God in Agawam, and I was looking to move because there weren’t 
a lot of college kids in my church. A lot of the kids in that church attended a local 
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college, so there was a large group of college-aged kids. I do a lot of mission trips to 
Spanish-speaking countries, and I love to travel. 
I grew up in a mostly White neighborhood in Springfield, Sixteen Acres. The 
college right down the street from the house was mostly White middle-class area. Our 
house was different because my parents took in foster kids. Most of them were kids of 
color. Our house was the last stop before they were institutionalized or group homes. We 
were a 2-parent home, which a lot of foster families weren’t, and my parents were very 
patient and my parents could handle the kids. The community that I deal with more, as far 
as church, we are the only White family in the church. So that’s fun. 
My church and the school that I teach in are mostly Hispanic. I debated where I 
would rather teach. I looked at other schools, and I’m like... I don’t want to go to a 
school that just has White, rich kids basically. I don’t want that. That’s not... my cup of 
tea, I guess. As a student myself, I started off K-5 in a private school in East 
Longmeadow. I was in a private school with very, very small classes. In the class I came 
from, there were 2 girls and 5 boys in the class. For three years there were only 7 of us in 
the class. It was a small Christian school. After that, I went to public school in sixth 
grade. A lot of culture shock. A lot of whoa... I think that is really the first time that I 
started to notice cultural differences and racial differences and stuff like that because I 
had never really thought about it before. My best friend from elementary school was 
Black, but we were never really like “Hey, you’re Black and I’m White.” It was never 
that type of thing. In middle school that is when I started thinking about it. 
Being a bilingual teacher, a lot of times the bilingual program is looked at as if 
those are the bad kids. Growing up when I was in school, that is what we said. “Those are 
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the bad kids.” You know. The TAG [Talented and Gifted] program is in one house. Blue 
house has special education students. White house- most of the kids are on second and 
third grade levels. Tracking and segregation have been a huge problem. It’s a crazy 
system. Some of my kids [middle school students] are on second or third grade levels. 
Some of them have no English. I have some Somali students who don’t even know their 
ABC’s. They can’t recognize the letters. Then I’ve got seventh graders who were pulled 
from mainstream to be put back in the bilingual program because we needed numbers. 
That was a choice that was given to us at the beginning of the year because we had too 
few students in the bilingual program, so either we split the houses up and 6th and 7th in 
one and 7th and 8th at a higher level in another. Or, we cut our numbers in bilingual and 
make one house. So you might get hired to do ESOL [English as a Second Language] 
support. Basically, the way that I was looking at, she was saying to us either you lose 
your job and you might get hired, you might have a job, or we pull kids from mainstream 
so we have the numbers—which is ridiculous in my opinion. 
The bilingual program is always totally separate. Even the Hispanic kids who are 
not in the bilingual program are like, “They are so bilingual. They are so bilingual.” We 
were playing a synonym game. They had to say a synonym to go with some of their 
spelling words. There were two girls. One came in from Puerto Rico this summer and the 
other has been here a couple of years. This boy was born in Springfield and has grown up 
here and he says to me, “Miss, there is no way they can come up with that word. There is 
no way because they’re mad bilingual.” I said, "Do you speak Spanish?" [The kid 
responds] “Yeah.” Do you speak English? “Yeah.” Then you are bilingual too. What is 
the difference? He said, “No Miss, but they are mad bilingual.” I was like, come on. I 
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said, “What you don’t realize is that the whole team that you are on, the group that you 
are in, everybody in our house is bilingual.” It is funny that even the kids that are in 
bilingual make that distinction between “they don’t know a lot of English and we do.” 
I go to church in this neighborhood. My kids tell me about this neighborhood. I 
knew about this area before I started living here. Nobody wants to live in Plainfield. You 
can ask anybody, “Do you want to live in Plainfield, or do you want to live wherever?” 
And most of the time they will choose the other place due to the high crime. It is not an 
area of high interest to most people. A lot of low-income housing, section 8. A lot of my 
students come in and tell me, “Miss, there was a drive by [shooting] last night.” Or this 
kid broke into this kids’ house. It is not only crime coming in from outside but crime 
within their own neighborhood. Students fighting. Students waiting to jump other 
students when they walk out. They may both be from the same community. 
Ethnicity is a big issue because as I went through college and stuff we were 
required to take courses about ethnicity- courses that had a component about race, 
ethnicity, or nationality. Like Minority Groups was one of the courses. It makes you think 
a lot. For me, whenever you talk about race or ethnicity, it is hard for me because my 
mom’s grandparents came from Poland. So my mom is like 70% Polish, but we don’t 
speak the language, we don’t eat the food. My dad’s family we think English, maybe 
German, Native-American? We don’t really know. So when we talk about race or 
ethnicity or whatever, I am the typical American girl. Where did I come from? I don’t 
know. It is funny because I think that when people see me now and see who I am they get 
very confused some time. Like the kind of music I listen to... I listen to a lot of Black 
gospel. I go to a Spanish-speaking church. I speak Spanish fluently. I don’t have a typical 
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American accent that everybody makes fun of. So if people look at me they are kind of 
like... We are six or seven months into the school year, and my kids are still going, 
“Miss, you’re White?” I can hold my own in the Puerto Rican community. 
One of the things that really helped prepare me for my work here was being a 
student in the Springfield Public Schools. If I hadn’t spent so much time here or in 
another urban city, I’d be lost. Coming from the home that I come from and having foster 
children was a huge experience that has impacted me and has prepared me for what I am 
doing today. Coming to this school as a student helped me out. Being fluent in Spanish 
also has definitely helped me. I have gone on a mission trip with the church to a Spanish¬ 
speaking country pretty much every year. I also spent 2 months in Puerto Rico. I also had 
a friend in high school who spoke Spanish to me all the time. We just had fun with it. 
College did not help as much as you would think. I was a psychology major with 
a minor in Spanish. I didn’t go through a traditional teacher preparation program so I had 
more electives and took more diversity classes than some of my friends in the teacher 
preparation program. Those classes, though, aren’t enough. How can you write about 
these issues when you really haven’t experienced them? Our faculty were more diverse 
than the students. They did the best that they could with the knowledge that they had and 
the experiences that they had, but that was limited. I had this one professor who was 
horrible. She taught that Mexicans speak Mexican and Puerto Ricans speak Puerto Rican. 
You have to get people who know what they are talking about. 
When I’m not working in school, I hang out with my friends. Most of the people 
that I hang out with now are Hispanic. The guy I’m dating is Puerto Rican. He is a first 
generation Puerto Rican-American. He wasn’t born here, but he came here when he was 
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4.1 met him at church. I speak a lot of Spanish outside of school. Inside of school, forget 
about it. I feel like I am a bilingual quote unquote like they say. “Mad bilingual.” The 
kids always say, “Dag, Miss, can you just speak one language?” I’m like, “I don’t 
know?” [laughs] It just goes through my head all the time. When I first started teaching I 
would pick up the phone to call my mother and just start talking in Spanish. She would be 
like, “English Jessica. English.” I am also involved with the youth of the community 
through church. I talk to them a lot and we go and make home visits. 
For kids now, you need to grab their interests. In the church there is a saying, 
“You can’t clean a fish before you catch it.” If you don’t have kids’ attention, they aren’t 
going to learn anything. If you are not interested in it, you are not going to want to teach 
it. The way you teach, it is going to be different than the way you teach something that 
you actually want to teach. Find something that you are interested in teaching. You need 
to do something that the kids can have fun. I am all about letting the kids have recess, 
which is something that they don’t have. Once a week they get to go to the gym, but that 
is only once a week. They are tied up inside for the rest of the day. It is horrible. I think 
learning needs to be fun for kids. I think that teachers need to be creative. You have to 
remember they are kids. You have to work with them where they are at. 
Culture is a big thing that needs to be affirmed. My students feel very strong 
about being Puerto Rican. Kids need to keep who they are without being assimilated to 
American culture. To be able to understand there are more people. It is hard to define 
American culture, but basically they shouldn’t have to give up one culture for a new one. 
If you are going to work with people in any setting, you need to know culture. Culture is 
a big thing that kids need to hold on to. Kids need to know where they come from 
90 
because it is important. Maybe I believe that because I don’t really know where I came 
from. The customs and the traditions that my family has are more southern than ethnic. 
They need to be proud of who they are and not hide that. 
I think I am more respectful of Hispanic culture than other teachers here who 
don’t know. I know how poor many of these kids are. Some of my kids are homeless. I 
talk to them and they share many of these things with me. I think that is partly because 
they do it in their native language. They know I care, and in turn I think they care about 
me. I listen to what they have to say. I can be a bridge between them and the teachers that 
don’t understand them. Depending on the culture of your students and the culture of your 
classroom you need to adjust how you teach. Just how people learn in different ways with 
multiple intelligences, you need to adjust the way that you teach to the way that they 
learn. Not everybody learns the same. Just like any speaking that you do, you adjust your 
presentation to your audience. 
Teachers need to know who they are. They need to have self-confidence. As a 
White teacher in a predominantly Hispanic school, I need to recognize that in many ways 
my background and upbringing are different. If you don’t realize that I am coming from 
this place and I don’t know what it is like for these students, you are going to be lost. The 
kids aren’t going to like you because you are coming in here with arrogance. I don’t 
know how a lot of these kids live but I try to listen to them and I try to understand. You 
have to know what life is like for these kids. If you don’t think about it and understand it, 
you are just going to kill these kids emotionally. 
In the church I have talked to a lot of people who learned English as a second 
language. I know a guy from the bilingual program who went on to graduate from Yale. I 
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have seen how kids are capable or great things but the program isn’t set up to help them 
do that. I think the system is set up for failure. If it makes sense, it doesn’t happen. If it 
makes sense, they won’t accept the proposal. In many ways I am a model for them. I 
learned another language. It was hard, but I know they can do it too. 
Edward Black: “In the Middle of the Hill” 
Edward is a 25-year old African American man who was bom and raised in 
Springfield, Massachusetts. He is a graduate of the Springfield Public Schools and a 
local college in the city. Edward is currently an English teacher at a middle school in the 
district. 
Formally, I have been teaching for four years, but I feel that I have been teaching 
my whole life because I am the oldest of seven children and, I believe, 27 grandchildren. 
So I have always been the role model—the one who has been looked up to. So I feel like 
I have been teaching my whole life. 
I grew up all over Springfield. We moved around a lot. I guess that was one of the 
disadvantages to Section 8 housing, but I don’t really see that much of a difference. I 
think the students now don’t feel like they need to show teachers the respect that we 
thought we were supposed to show teachers. We just chose not to. I’ve heard so many 
different times in mediating between teachers and students. Students say, “This person 
thinks I’m supposed to stay shut just because he’s a teacher or she’s a teacher. No. I'm 
not staying shut from anybody.” That is one of the things that I just didn’t see happening 
when I was in school, and it wasn’t that long ago. Also students that just turn around and 
hit a teacher. That didn’t happen. It was very rare. I’m sure it is still rare, but it is 
something that I have seen at least a handful of times. 
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My experiences as a student were mixed. The one incident in my life that stands 
out more than any other is in eighth grade when I had an English teacher tell me that I 
had better go to our local trade high school because I was going to need a trade to fall 
back on because I wasn’t going to be anything in life. And while that was the most drastic 
comment, I sort of felt like I had those feelings pushed on me on more than one occasion 
throughout my childhood and my education. So it was, I think, only fitting, that when I 
had the opportunity to go back and change some of those things for other kids that I 
would go back and do that. 
The community that I teach in is very multicultural. I would say that there isn’t a 
great parental involvement. There are a lot of students who don’t necessarily know where 
they are going or where they want to go. But, there is also a large population of students 
who want to do something with themselves and, even though they are not sure what it is, 
they know that they want to do something positive. So all and all, there is a positive feel 
to the community. It’s just sort of being lost in that jungle. 
Right now I live in the middle of the hill. If you go to my neighborhood you’ll see 
at the very bottom of the hill there is a liquor store and a convenience store. Actually the 
two are one. There is a pizza shop. And if you go to the bottom of the hill, there is a 
mixed CD store right next to a church, and all they do is blast Reggeton all day long. If 
you go all the way up to the top of the hill, the historic section of the city, there is a nice 
Friendly’s®. So you go from drunk liquor to, at the top of the hill, you have the family get 
together spot. I’m in the middle of the hill. At the bottom of the hill there are buildings. 
At the top of the hill there are houses. At the bottom of the hill, you have a church with 
the Reggeton blasting next to it all day. At the top of the hill you have the huge Catholic 
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Church. And, you know, you can make all of the inferences you want from it, but those 
are the facts. 
Because I am someone who is very proud of my race and my ethnicity, I think 
that issues of race and ethnicity are very very prominent in my life. It is definitely 
something that I notice, something that I look out for. It is something that I constantly try 
to use while I’m teaching to let my students know that I recognize that. I am not one of 
those people who walks around and tries to say, “Oh, I’m color blind. I only see a person; 
I don’t see your race” because I think that’s a lie. And I do see your race. And I do see 
that you might be having a problem for any number of reasons, and if I am not able to 
recognize your ethnicity or your race, and, perhaps, come at you with that in mind, then I 
don’t think that I am realistically doing my job. 
One of the experiences that prepared me for my work as a teacher in the 
Springfield public schools was attending a predominantly White college. Definitely, 
going to a school where I was part of the 3% of students who were of color as an 
undergraduate. “I definitely say the real world,” I would have to say. In high school the 
real world was misinterpreted because there was such a large percentage of students of 
color. College better reflects the work force- at least where I’m at now. It took me going 
to college to learn what is acceptable and unacceptable according to other people’s 
culture. So now I think I am able to better function in the quote unquote “real world.” 
This is not about the students that I teach but the community that I work with. It’s about 
my colleagues who are almost all White. 
Also, I grew up in the Springfield Public schools so I am very aware of the have 
[and] have not dichotomy. I am very aware the way many of the teachers will say, “I 
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really want you to do well. I want you to pay attention. I really do care about you.” And 
then if you do not follow the rules or complete an assignment, they’ll throw their hands 
up and say, “Well, you know what, you sit there; I’m still going to get paid.” That’s a 
stark contradiction. You know. So I’ve seen all that. I’ve had many friends drop out of 
school. To this day I see them, and it still angers me. And I hope that I am able to prevent 
that with the students that stand in front of me. I am told all the time, “Ah man, you got 
lucky.” That’s powerful to me. Someone who was sitting next to me in classes for x 
number of years who didn’t finish school tell me that I’m lucky. Not that “Oh you 
worked hard” or “It’s nice to see that you persevered.” But to say, “Ah man, you got 
lucky.” That says a lot for what was being done while we were in school. 
I currently coach women’s basketball for a community college. I am a member of 
the Springfield Education Association, our bargaining team/our union for Springfield 
teachers, and right now we are in the midst of a huge battle for our quality of living, for 
lack of a better term. We are at odds with the local legislation and state agencies. Things 
are pretty crazy right now. Other than that, like any other average 25 year-old, I am 
involved in sports, athletics, working out. 
In terms of describing the students I work with, I would have to say I work with 
myself and my friends. I say that because the student population hasn’t changed much. If 
you rewind 10, 12, 13 years, I am looking at myself and my friends in class. There really 
isn’t much of a difference. Technology is much more advanced. The students from that 
perspective are much smarter. Something as little as mastering a video game takes many 
more brain cells now than it did when I was playing video games at that age. All in all, 
it’s the same problems, the same issues. The city hasn’t changed very much. Broken 
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homes. There are serious anger issues with the students. When you feel that you are not 
being treated fairly, you’re angry. I haven’t figured out, necessarily, how to make the 
students feel content with where they are. And I don’t want them to be content where 
they are because they should be fighting to be in a better place. Feeling constantly like 
you’re being stepped on and not cared about has to make you angry. 
My colleagues constantly speak badly about the kids. What I hear more than 
anything else is that it’s “like a zoo.” “They’re animals.” Like any animal—if that’s what 
you choose to describe these students—you put an animal in the corner with their back to 
the wall, an animal is going to fight and eat its way out. If that is what you are relating 
these students to, and you are constantly putting with their back against the wall 
screaming in their face, no wonder when a student takes a shot at you. That’s just the law 
of nature. I hear that more often than I would like. 
I heard teachers say, “[Students] don’t care.” “They don’t want to learn.” There is 
a lot of blaming the parents, which I definitely think the parents should be more involved, 
but there is a lot of looking for excuses. Anytime someone asks for teacher 
accountability, teachers are up in arms. Everyone is upset. “How dare them blame me for 
this problem?” “If parents were doing this, then that would be the case.” If the 
community were doing this, then this would be the case.” That’s the cycle. 
I really think that education is absolutely crucial. Without it you are not going to 
be able to do anything realist in your life. I agree with some philosophers. I definitely 
agree that education has the potential to be the great equalizer. Every child can learn, and 
we have to find how each individual child is best going to learn. I feel that in an era 
where classroom size is 30 to 35 students to one teacher then we lose that a lot. We are 
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using this cookie cutter approach to teaching 35 kids, and maybe 15 to 18 of the students 
can use that approach. What about the other students that it’s not working for? If every 
student is capable of learning, then why are some falling below? Is it that the students 
don’t care or don’t want to learn? Or, is it the realization that we aren’t doing all we can? 
Maybe there is something more that needs to be done to trigger these students’ learning 
ability or wanting to learn even. The bottom line is that kids want to be loved and 
respected. I don’t know if two or three generations ago students didn’t want that, but I 
know for a fact that students want that today. Many teachers just either don’t want to or 
are not capable of showing those two things. You tell a student to do something. Then if 
they ask, “why?” you’re down their throat. Then the student reacts to you jumping in 
their face and screaming. All they want is to understand is why you want them to do 
something, which is a very valid question. So many teachers say, “Do it because I told 
you to.” That might work with their kids at home, but it doesn’t necessarily work with a 
child who doesn’t have that structure within the household and who genuinely wants to 
understand why you are asking them do this specific thing. If you can do that and if there 
is a genuine respect on both sides then there’s a love for the student. It doesn’t have to be 
the type of love where you walk through the halls and hug the student, but the student 
knows that this is a place where they can come to and they will be treated fairly, they will 
be respected and, consequently, they feel that they are loved there. 
I would like to see more self-love. So many of my kids are so angry with their 
situation- with their lives in general. What I try to do is I constantly tell them about things 
that I had to fight through in my life. I tell them about being in a single family house, my 
mother not really being there the way I wanted her to be there, being on welfare, wearing 
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the same clothes all the time. I try to show them that you can live that life style and still 
come out relatively on top—although I am still in the middle of the hill right now. I don’t 
see that self love in them and I am afraid that that leads to students giving up and saying, 
“I’m done with this. This isn’t working for me; I’m moving on.” I want to make sure that 
they believe in themselves even when they feel others aren’t believing in them. I know 
what it’s like to go to school just because you want to eat. I know what its like to want to 
stay after school because you don’t want to go home and hear your mother’s boyfriend 
screaming at you, her, and whoever else is around. I know what it is like to go to sleep 
hungry, wake up and go get the clothes that you are about to wear from the dirty clothes 
hamper to put on and go to school. There are a lot of life experiences that I’ve had that I 
listen to teachers in the break room talking about. They are like “Did you hear what 
happened to so and so child yesterday?” My response to them is “try” because no one 
wants to be felt sorry for either. Give us the tools to combat our situation and let us go. 
Where there is a will, there is a way. 
Teachers need to evaluate if this is really what they want to do, and if it is what 
you really want to do it well, then maybe you should change your setting. If you really 
want to be where you are, you have to have an understanding of where you are, you have 
to have an understanding and you need to embrace where you are and the people you are 
working with. That goes for any job in any setting, culture, or country. You don’t show 
up in Asia and think you are just going to use the same American cultural things that you 
do here because it probably won’t be received very well. In fact, you will be looked at as 
flat out rude in a lot of places. You must be able to adapt to the students’ cultures. 
98 
[Teachers need to know] simple things like their students’ nicknames. Students 
respond so much better, even when they are being reprimanded, if you use their 
nickname. Even better, if they don’t have a nickname, give them a nickname—something 
that they are going to be proud of. Again, especially in my culture, a nickname is a status 
symbol. It means I am accepted, I fit in here, so much so that they gave me a nickname. 
You need to know where your students are coming from so you will know where they are 
going. 
I was prepared by my life experience. I was prepared by the 13 years that I spent 
in urban schools. I was prepared by the 23 years that I have lived in an urban setting. I 
was prepared by all of the personal relationships that I had already formed prior to 
becoming a teacher. My teacher preparation program prepared me to be an educator. I 
have the knowledge of my subject matter. They did a great job of getting me ready to 
pass teacher tests and getting me to master my coursework. I don’t think that they did 
anything special to prepare me to be the urban educator that I am. 
If I could give advice to new a teacher stepping into my job, I would tell them get 
to know your students and let your students get to know you. Find out what they like. 
Find out what their goals are. Find out what the most important things in their lives are so 
that they know that this person cares about me. Open up to them. Tell them personal 
stories about yourself. You don’t have to be this enigma that is standing behind the desk. 
Let them know you are a human being. You make a mistake, apologize. Give them life 
stories. Bring in pictures of your family. Let them see that because that is what is going to 
make where you are a familiar place for them. It is going to make them feel that they are 
part of something bigger than a classroom, something collective, a family. That’s what it 
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boils down to. You can’t expect a student to open up to you if they don’t know you. It is 
as simple as that. Learn your students. Learn their cultures. 
William Soto: “On the Cusp” 
William Soto is a 31-year old Puerto Rican Social Studies teacher in a local 
middle school. A product of the Springfield Public Schools, he has been teaching for 10 
years and was the Department Head of the bilingual program before recently accepting a 
position as a Vice-principal in his school. 
I wanted to become a teacher, more specifically, in Springfield, but an urban 
educator because I always believed that teachers should teach in an environment that they 
are familiar with- that they know. It’s not like I’m going to teach alien students. There are 
a lot of good teachers who weren’t urban students. If we’re only going to hire teachers 
who were urban students, we wouldn’t have any teachers, but I think it is an advantage 
because that is something that they have to educate themselves on either formally or 
make an effort to educate themselves on. It is something that I already bring to the table. 
I teach in the North End. I live in the North End. It is a predominantly Puerto 
Rican community. It is a very impoverished community. There are a lot of poor people in 
the community. It is a growing community, and it is becoming more diverse. We’ve got a 
lot of Mexican immigrants coming in. We’ve got a lot of Colombian immigrants coming 
in. It is still Latino, but as far as the nationalities, there are a lot of cultural differences 
there. Now, over the past ten years, it is a community that politically is starting to become 
recognized as a force to reckon with. There are a lot of things that have changed. For 
example, just the existence of this brand new school in the middle of the Latino 
community is one of the products of those changes. It is something that the politicians 
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here in the North End fought for, and there is a lot of development that is going on in this 
neighborhood now that a lot of the Latino leaders fought for which ten years ago didn’t 
happen. We got the worst of the worst over here. That was evident in even just the 
schools. The old school building just got condemned. That school should have been 
condemned 20 years ago, but it has been open for 20 years. The thing was falling apart. 
This is the community I grew up in. I grew up in housing projects and stuff. When 
we first moved there in the 70’s I remember it was predominantly White. Little by little it 
became more African American and Puerto Rican. Even now it is almost all Black and 
Puerto Rican. It is pretty much split down the middle. I can tell you that growing up, I 
think my brothers and I were the only ones from the neighborhood in my generation who 
went to college. There were a lot of single parent families. There were a lot of mothers 
who worked 12 hours a day and that kind of business. Almost everybody was on some 
type of public assistance. Those are the same demographics of the school that I teach in. I 
think 85%-90% are free lunch kids. Now I live right down the street from the Avery Park 
neighborhood near the hospital. It is funny. It’s like two different places. It is like you’ve 
just crossed a time portal or something. Here is the ghetto, and here is the suburbs. I live 
right on the cusp of that. I really like it. I am a stone’s throw from the school. I see my 
students all of the time. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are very important to me. It is just something that you 
grew up with. I don’t know if White people are as sensitive to race as Latinos and African 
Americans and other ethnic minorities are, but you become more sensitive to it. One of 
the things that I have noticed in school, when I look at a group of students within our 
school... Our school is 60% Latino, 30% African American. In the remaining 10% 
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you’ve got your Asian and your White. When you go and look at the Talented and Gifted 
[TAG] program you know right away when the TAG students come into your room 
because they are White. When I say something like that, other people are like, “How can 
you tell.” I’m like, “Are you kidding me?” Look at their faces. You’ve got, in a room of 
like 50 kids, only 10 of them are Latino when the school is 60% Latino. It is something 
that I notice. I get a sense of urgency when I deal with the Latino students that come here 
because as soon as they walk in, I know what they are going through. You go the extra 
mile with them because you know that they don’t have the support. I put pressure on 
myself because I know that I am a role model. It is the pressure that I put on myself, but 
everybody expects me to, because I am Latino and from this neighborhood. I’m male, 
and it happens all the time. A lot of people would send me their kids and ask me to talk to 
them and say, “Yeah, he needs a role model.” 
I understand these kids because we have a lot of similarities. As an elementary 
school student, I really felt supported. You had the smaller setting, and I did well in 
school. I think that once I got to junior high school, then we got really heavily into 
tracking. This place, they had 7-1, 7-2, 7-3, 7-4, all the way to 7-13. 7-13’s were the 
idiots. 7-1 was the brightest of the brightest, the cream of the crop. I fell around 7-5—the 
middle. But as far as Latino students were concerned I was in the upper echelons. Once 
you got to 7-2, 7-1 the demographics were a lot different. There was a significant 
difference from elementary school to junior high school in the ways that teachers dealt 
with me. In junior high school, teachers were like, “I don’t have time for you.” That trend 
followed me into high school until one of my teachers, who was actually my wrestling 
coach, kind of gave me some structure in my life that I was lacking through that whole 
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time. When I met him, we got along, but he also let me know that he expected a lot out of 
me, and when I didn’t meet the expectations there were going to be consequences. 
Because I knew that he cared about me, it mattered to me. He had offers to go coach at 
colleges and stuff, but he was committed to working at the high school. I would go into 
his office and see letters, offers from colleges to go there, and he would never say a thing. 
He would just throw them in the trash. I knew that. He did a lot for us. He was definitely 
a role model. He was someone who could have left the city but chose to stay. 
Now I am a wrestling coach at a city school. [Beaming with pride] That is one of 
my kids up there. [Points to a newspaper clipping on his bulletin board.] Athlete of the 
week, ha ha. I am in a Latino fraternity and the alumni are trying to put together a 
mentoring program. We are trying to get scholarships for kids and stuff. We want to 
teach them how to develop community service activities, pick up skills, connections and 
money for college. I also teach martial arts in the evening. 
I’ve been a student here. I’ve worked as a tutor here. I have worked every angle in 
the education system. As far as equity, there are a lot of barriers for inner city kids. One 
of the things that I thought I would never get involved with was the bilingual program. 
But the more I looked at issues of equity and how it impacts our students... The more I 
started to look at language and the more I started to get involved with the bilingual 
program and how even though our students.... Most Latinos are not in the bilingual 
program, but the bilingual program clearly mirrors everything that is wrong in the 
educational system and how it impacts Latinos. All the attitudes we have about bilingual 
education, getting rid of it, watering it down, looking at it as remedial education, are all 
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of the things that affect Latino students in the mainstream and a lot of other ethnic 
minority students. 
I would say I probably have the most diverse, heterogeneous group of students in 
the school. They are all ELL [English Language Learners] students. Their ability to speak 
English runs the gamut. I have kids who know two words; I have kids who speak like a 
native speaker. I have kids who are in the ELL program who can barely speak Spanish 
but are in the ELL program, and I have got kids who are fluent in both. I have kids who 
don’t speak Spanish or English; they speak Somali or Creole. They run the gamut in 
terms of language, academics, and socioeconomic status. Most of the kids want to learn. 
They know that there is some connection between learning and doing well in school with 
doing well in some career. They know there is a connection there. They might not be able 
to articulate it, but they know there is a connection there. They want that, but a lot of 
them don’t see it as something real. That is when you get into the problem. Overall these 
are absolutely good kids. They have a real sweet side. 
Many of the teachers I have worked with don’t think of the kids in the way I do. I 
had a teacher who told me that she taught in New York in a residential program where 
she taught murderers, and she said our kids are worse than those. She said our kids are 
worse than murderers. Now that we have this whole thing with NCLB [No Child Left 
Behind], their attitude is that these kids will never be able to meet those goals. Not these 
kids. Kids in the suburbs, yes, that is what NCLB and all that stuff is meant for. I think 
they can. I think it is possible for them to if they have the support. A lot of these kids are 
really great, great kids. Yet, because of the reputation of the inner city, most people look 
at the kids and they just think that these kids are criminals. 
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I honestly believe that every kid can achieve it they are put in the right 
circumstances. You give them the optimum everything, and they are going to succeed. 
The problem is we are not giving them that situation. The problem is, even for teachers 
who like inner city kids, too many of them just cut them way too many breaks because 
they think that they are doing them a favor. One type of problem teacher coddles the kids 
so much that they ending up setting up the kids for failure anyway. The other negative 
teacher, the one we usually look at, doesn’t expect much from these kids. He is quick to 
throw them out of class. He is quick to fail them. Doesn’t want to help them. Feels they 
are a waste of his time. The smallest population of teachers holds high expectations for 
the kids and expects the kids to meet the expectations but often kill themselves and do 
whatever they have to do to make sure that the kids meet those expectations. We have to 
stop just blaming the parents. 
My students are really aware of issues related to race. Half the time I find myself 
trying to diffuse situations with some of the adults in this building. For example, this one 
teacher in our building hates working with the ELL kids. Even when they speak English 
he tells me that he can’t understand them, he can’t communicate with them. He doesn’t 
even try. He just assumes that they can’t speak English. He is very toxic. One time he 
decided he was going to make his own attempt to connect with the cultures of the 
students by coming up with plays about jail. He came up with about five plays and they 
all had to do with prison. It shows what his expectations for our kids are. 
I think my classroom, because of the nature of it, the classroom culture is 
representative of a lot of the kids. Of course, me being urban myself and even my student 
teacher who comes from Roxbury, Massachusetts, even though she is Anglo American 
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she grew up in Roxbury and was around African Americans and Latinos all the time. She 
has that connection. We constantly make analogies with our environments in class, and I 
think that connects pretty well with the culture of the students. Other places in the school, 
not so much, but it has gotten a lot better than it used to be. As of late, the Puerto Rican 
community has become a little bit more vocal. They have some power. Even within the 
city we actually have a day where we raise the Puerto Rican flag at city hall. We talk 
about that and that becomes a part of the curriculum. Puerto Rican history used to be part 
of the curriculum district-wide, but it is not anymore. When the MCAS [Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System] came out and didn’t test that knowledge, they took 
it out. You can still incorporate it and we still have materials available for it, but few 
teachers know how to cover it without sacrificing the content that is on the MCAS. I 
know you can [cover it] because I do. 
I think students need to be able to identify with more positive role models. When 
we start talking about positive role models people start to talk about all of the musicians 
and entertainers and everybody looks at athletes and comedians. I see parallels with what 
the African American community has dealt with the whole minstrel thing. It has always 
been O.K. for people of color to be entertainers and to sing and dance and entertain the 
masses, but there are a lot of Latinos out there who hold political power, who are 
scholars, and inventors and entrepreneurs. Why aren’t they brought up? We know who 
Bill Gates is, but does anyone know who the president of Univision is? I think those are 
things kids need to look at. They need to see their own culture, their own identity, as an 
asset. I try to talk about that as much as possible. One of the things that I was able to sit 
with one of my students and talk about that was exciting was the fact that I just got 
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promoted to Vice Principal. I told them I would be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that 
being a Latino male bilingual from Springfield did not help me get this position. Because 
of who I am and what I know and what I grew up around, they said, “this guy knows 
what he is doing,” and they gave me the position. I lived it. It is something that I do bring 
to the table. They have to recognize it. I’m not going to be ashamed of it. If s just looking 
at all of these people who have made it, who have really made it and how they have been 
able to affirm their own culture their own identity within that success. That is what they 
need to look at to say, “Hey, I don’t need to give up this to get this.” “I don’t need to act 
as if I am something else, be it White or whatever, in order to get success because other 
people have done it and gotten real success.” 
I see a lot of teachers refer to growing up poor as something awful and terrible 
and a travesty and a tragedy, and in some ways it can be. I am not going to lie. There is a 
lot of stuff that I did without. But when I look back there are a lot of things that I did 
grow up with that were great were wonderful. For example, you really learn to be 
creative. It really gives you a sense of creativity. You can see that with the games that the 
kids play in the ghetto. They come up with all these games. Hey, there is a can: let’s 
make a game with that. Kick the can. Look at the whole rap era and the beat box thing. 
We didn’t have access to an electric guitar with an amp, but what’s his name could make 
cool sounds with his mouth and I’m gonna rap to it and it became this big thing. Even the 
oversize clothes. That came from wearing hand me downs, clothes that didn’t fit right. 
Now that is the style. There is richness, a creative and artistic richness in the ghetto, in 
the poor neighborhoods that I don’t know if that exists in the suburbs. If you are not a 
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teacher from this situation, you can still get it, but those teachers have spent a lot of time 
there to get it. 
If you go with the right attitude, the community will embrace you. It is inevitable. 
If you spend enough time there.... The Latino community adopts people like crazy. We’ll 
tell people all the time, “Ah, you’re Puerto Rican already. You are down here so much.” 
We are very open to people. I don’t know if all ethnic communities are like that, but I 
know Latinos tend to be. There are a lot of “honorary Puerto Ricans out there.” But it all 
starts with respect. 
Teachers need to be comfortable with themselves. They need to know who they 
are. They need to know how their culture comes into play in the classroom. We all have 
things that we do, but we need to let students contribute the culture of the classroom as 
well. You need to know if you have any prejudices or bad feelings about particular 
students or groups of students. That all impacts teaching. They need to know where the 
students come from. I mean that in a couple of ways. They need to know about their 
countries of origin- their backgrounds. That’s important. Why did this family come here? 
By choice? Running from something? You also need to know where they come from 
here. What communities they are from? What neighborhoods? All of those experiences 
impact what the kid comes to school with. You need to know how they think; what is 
important to them. 
Obviously, I think growing up Latino has informed my work as a teacher. But 
also being exposed to the sense of hopelessness that most people have about Latinos and 
dropout rate. There is a real sense of hopelessness that people have. We are going down 
the shitter and nobody can do anything about it. I am motivated by that. In a sense, I 
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know that I am not going to be able to come in here and save anybody, but if I influence, 
make some sort of change. That’s why I am going into administration, because as a 
teacher my scope of influence is pretty small. I influence the group of students that come 
into my classroom. That’s it. As a principal I can influence the whole school and the 
community. And if it goes further than that, like Superintendent, then I can have an even 
bigger influence. 
If I could give advice to teacher educators I would tell them to start looking at real 
practical ways of teaching students. Theory is important for dialogue. You need to be 
able to identify these things and talk about these things for dialogue. If you are going to 
improve teaching, you need to talk about it so that is good. But you need to move also 
into the practical. You need to be in a class and find out what works. Within being 
practical, you need to talk about the cultural aspects of teaching and talk about the theory. 
Address the different theories of teaching culturally diverse students. What does it look 
like? How do we have culturally responsive classrooms? What does that look like? You 
need to learn that stuff in a teacher prep program. They need to be learning what kinds of 
materials do I have to bring into the class to support the learning of all of these diverse 
students. What can the students contribute? What can the parents contribute? What can 
the community contribute to my classroom? You have to think about that if you are going 
to make connections with your students. I don’t know about you, but I have not seen a 
program that represents that yet. 
I would tell new teachers to be flexible with all of their beliefs and notions about 
teaching. Don’t hold so tightly to them that you can’t change. Be ready to adjust it, 
modify it to what you are experiencing especially with these students. If you have never 
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been in an urban school, if you’ve never worked in this community, then you need to 
keep an open mind about what you are going to be experiencing. Second, be aware of the 
language dynamic and how important it is for these kids. Don’t be disrespectful to that 
dynamic. Don’t belittle it. Don’t treat it as if it were some sort of handicap because it is 
not. It is an asset. If you can use it as an asset and bring it into the class it is a positive 
asset. It is going to help you connect with the kids, and it is going to help the kids to 
learn. 
In educational circles and academic circles, Latinos are seen in terms of statistics. 
They are seen in terms of their dropout rates, in terms of low graduation rates, prison 
rates, teen pregnancy rates, and socioeconomic status. Anybody in academia could rattle 
this off to you pretty quickly. That is how these are seen. But in terms of where they 
come from and who they are what assets they bring to the table, just the complexity of 
Latino students is just unheard of. That’s not a central point of the dialogue at all, and it 
needs to be. 
James Talbert: “In Between Two Worlds” 
James Talbert is 35 years old and identifies himself as African American. He was 
a teacher at a local high school for 6 years and has recently assumed an administrative 
position in the district. James also attended Springfield Public Schools and received his 
Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees at colleges in the city of Springfield. 
I went to school in Springfield up until high school. I went through tenth grade. 
The second half of tenth grade I went to Amherst. I came back to Springfield because I 
hated it up in Amherst. Went to the first half of 11th grade and then went back to 
Amherst. I went to Amherst both times because when I was in high school I ran into 
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some problems and my mom said, “You know what, you need to go live with dad 
because if you stay here, you may not make it out of high school!” There was a realistic 
chance that I would not have graduated from high school had I stayed in my high school 
in Springfield. 
I can remember my teachers in elementary school. I don’t have the best memory, 
but the teachers that I remember most were my elementary school teachers which, when 
you think about it, doesn’t make sense. But, I remember them because they were those 
types of teachers. I remember my third grade teacher. I remember my second grade 
teacher. Those were the teachers who really pushed me and put me out there in front of 
everybody. In fact, I can remember in 1976 [President] Jimmy Carter’s wife came to 
town. She came to New North [Elementary] and I was a student at DeBerry but my 
second grade teacher, Ms. Wagner, kind of put me on that pedestal. I’m the best student. 
This that and the other thing. I was the representative of the school. So I got to go hear 
her speak. After that, I can’t remember one teacher from middle school. Not even one. 
When I was in high school at Commerce I can’t remember one teacher’s name. Not even 
one. I can remember a few from Amherst. That’s where I graduated from. I didn’t have 
that kind of encouragement. Only in elementary school. In high school there was only 
one, but he wasn’t a teacher. He was the acting principal when I first got to Amherst High 
School. He was a Black man. He was the type of person, in fact, his wife worked there 
also, he would check in on me from time to time when he was in that role. Then he went 
back to the classroom. In fact, I saw him last year and when he found out I was going into 
administration, he lost it. He couldn’t believe it. But, he is the only one I can remember. 
Ill 
Springfield is a culturally diverse community. The school system, I don’t know if 
I want to call it diverse, but it is. We have very few students who are not of color in the 
district. I don’t even know if I would call that diverse. We have a lot fewer White 
students in the school and city. Springfield has all of the social ills like any other city in 
the country. At the present time we are in an economic crisis. It is very difficult for 
people to get a job or hold on to a job. We have a high transient population -people 
moving in and out of the community. Currently, we have an issue with violence in the 
city, in the schools, in the streets. We have all kinds of morale issues that relate to public 
service. Our police officers, our teachers, our fireman—everybody has an axe to grind 
because they feel like they are not being paid, and I’m telling you, you can see it. You 
can see it as a result of what is going on out there. Having lived here and worked here, 
the students in Springfield are like students everywhere else for the most part as far as 
their desire to learn and their willingness and their level of intelligence realistically. I 
have had some excellent experiences in teaching and working in the community in after 
school programs and so on and seen kids really excel and do some really great things. 
You have some challenges here, but you get a lot of gratification. 
I grew up in Springfield. It is different to some degree. I remember when I grew 
up, as far as the schools are concerned, I wouldn’t even say it was different as far as the 
way people taught and the way they treated kids. I don’t think that was different. I just 
think that our reaction to it was probably different. In other words, if I had a kid 
complaining about something that is going on in the classroom or an issue comes up like 
there is a fight or something, and you get to the root of it a lot of times you will find that 
at the root of these problems you’ve got some adult issues. A lot of times. Versus before. 
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if something like that happened, it went on the kid and that was that. Obviously it was the 
kids’ fault. I remember when I was in junior high and they had tracking, big time. They 
had 7-1 to 7-17. Ninety percent of the kids that lived on my block were all in 7-16, 7-17 
and they didn’t classify them as special ed, but pretty much that’s where they would have 
been. Those kids by being in there didn’t get a thing out of it. You can look at them now 
and see exactly what happens. It was expected that these kids ain’t going to learn, so no 
big deal. There is nothing they could say. Anything happen, those kids took the fall. It 
didn’t matter. Now you see what goes on. There is a little more accountability. Some 
people don’t like that. 
As far as differences in the community, I lived on Columbia Street. I can literally 
see my house that I was bom in from the house that I live in right now. I am in the same 
exact neighborhood. The differences are when I was growing up there was a corner store 
around the street. As a five, six, or seven-year-old I could walk to that comer store. I 
could get some stuff. Go home. I didn’t worry about a thing. My parents didn’t worry 
about a thing. Everybody knew everybody on that street. There are still some people on 
that street who were there when I lived there, but everybody knew everybody. Versus 
today people move in and out, in and out. You never know who is going to be your 
neighbor a month from now. Where I live right now, I have had neighbors move in and 
out. I go on walks in my neighborhood on a nice day with my kids all the time, and I go 
on the blocks that are supposed to be problems. Would I send my kids down those blocks 
by themselves? Not a chance. Versus when I was their age, I could go out there and play 
‘til it was dark without worrying about a thing. Every person who saw me was looking 
out. Like Frankie White’s corner. Sonny Brown was one of the biggest drug dealers in 
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Springfield, but he owned a corner store and he know the kids in the neighborhood and 
he would take care of you. He was up to no good. But now it is not like that. It is not like 
that at all. Like I said, I live on the very next street from where I grew up. I live on 
Columbia Street, and on the other side there is Ocean Street. On the Columbia street side 
it is pretty decent. It’s like I’m in between two worlds. You know what I mean. There are 
all kinds of people in the neighborhood. On the Bay Street side you got a lot more issues. 
You’ll see kids selling drugs. A kid just got shot there on Friday. There is a lot more 
violence. Kids fought when I was growing up. Kids shoot now. A kid can get shot 
without having anything to do with it. You don’t see kids on the block playing like you 
used to. 
Issues of race in my life are huge, even if they are unsaid. I hear people bring up 
race issues on my behalf not coming from me but legitimately so. When I got my job [as 
a principal] there was all kinds of talk that I didn’t deserve it. They said that other folks 
deserved it more than I did. That a White person deserved it. It still comes up. Being a 
person of color also helps me. The kids respond to me different just at face value. 
Without a doubt. I believe that. I think kids feel more comfortable around me. Not just 
because I am Black, but because of the way that I deal with things. 
The experience that helped the most for my work in the Springfield Public 
Schools was living in Springfield. Working with young people, not in the classroom but 
in general, doing different things to relate to the kids. I believe if you can relate to the 
kids and establish some type of relationship first, you can teach them. I think that has 
prepared me more so than... Don’t get me wrong, I think teacher prep did me some good, 
but I don’t think it was the biggest factor in helping me being able to teach in Springfield. 
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I like to read. My reading helps me a lot. Especially since I’ve become and 
administrator. I was a History teacher so I love History. I read a lot about History. 
History is still my thing. Now I read a lot more about leadership. I read a lot more about 
school systems, union, all the things that I deal with on a daily basis. It has made me 
think about things differently. I recently read a book called The Conspiracy of Ignorance 
[Gross, 1999]. It talks about the dumbing down of education as far as teachers’ 
expectations and how a lot of what we see in our education system is a result of that. I got 
a teacher complaining to me about kids. “These kids are out of control.” “They don’t 
want to learn.” I ask them, “Then why is it when they are in such and such a class, do 
they do such a great job?” “Why is that?” “What does that tell you?” Yes, they do want to 
learn. 
I think we have some great kids. They want to learn and be a part of something. 
Not everybody thinks about our kids as positively. I’ve heard teachers say: “Students here 
don’t want to learn.” “They don’t care anything about school.” “The parents are the main 
reason why these kids don’t want to learn.” “There is nothing I can do with these kids.” 
Literally, people are completely hopeless. They don’t see any value in what they do. I’ve 
had teachers that think that every minute there is something bad going on even if they 
can’t put their finger on it. Like the kids must be high. They think the absolute worst of 
the kids. You name it; we hear it. That it’s hopeless. These kids will never learn because 
they don’t want to learn. 
I feel if kids are allowed to have that opinion and feel like they are a part of the 
education process, at the end they were allowed to express themselves that they are more 
connected. They are more involved in what is going on. Paulo Freire’s book [Pedagogy 
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of the Oppressed (1970)]... a lot of what he said put into words what I had always 
thought but didn’t have the words for. He challenged the banking model and stuff. That’s 
what I’m talking about. 
We have a lot of the issues that are out on the street. We’ve got gangs in the 
building. Latino gangs. Black gangs. All these little crews. We have all of them right 
here. All you have to do is look at the walls. I can read it, but many of these teachers 
can’t. It will be right outside their doors. They don’t have a clue who the kid is. There 
was a kid I had in my office yesterday that I talked to for about an hour. The kid broke 
down and cried. He was big time in the gang. I know the kid’s nickname. The teachers 
don’t even know it. He and I talk on a daily basis. It’s crazy that the teachers don’t know 
who it is. He has his nickname written on his pants and his book bag. It is written in big 
letters in their room. Blanco. And they don’t know who it is. I talk to parents a lot. I talk 
to kids a lot. Probably a lot more than most teachers do, and God knows I have a lot to 
do. Especially if you know there is something going on. I know a lot about their home 
lives. Even their gang affiliations. I know a lot about that kind of thing. I know a lot 
about their relationships with other kids in the building. The kids are always shocked. 
“How did you know that?” Kids feel comfortable to come talk to me. Sometimes a kid 
will come and talk to me about another kid when they are concerned. Sometimes I don’t 
get it directly from the kid but I get it anyway. 
Culture and race need to be affirmed. At this age you have to talk about gender 
and sexual orientation because these kids are going through a lot of changes. The whole 
buzzword is gay this and gay that. That’s an issue too. Race is definitely an issue. It is 
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funny though because you have Puerto Rican kids talking about “bilingual” kids who are 
Puerto Rican. Even within the same culture, you have some differences. 
It can be a positive influence when a student can culturally identify with their 
teacher. I think it can be negative when you have an adult who had no kind of connection 
to a culture and they do what they want to do without adapting to that child or those 
children. They figure they are going to learn this my way. Then they get resistance, and 
they don’t know why. They are not willing to budge. They are not willing to take a look 
in the mirror to see what they are doing to see if they might need to change. They need to 
realize what their views are as far as race is concerned or gender or whatever. They need 
to know about their own beliefs because a lot of times they go into things without 
realizing they have this belief that affects what they do and they don’t even know it. It 
could be little things. How they look at things. How they you know.... There is a teacher 
that the kids said, “She’s scared of us.” Another teacher confirmed it. She may not even 
know it, but the kids pick up on it. If she doesn’t know that, it is a problem. 
Kids want to know, number one, that you respect them and that you care about 
them. That’s huge. You have teachers who don’t know how much their students care for 
them. The reason that they do is because they think that in return that teacher cares about 
them. I believe that if kids know that you care about them, they will work with you—they 
will be willing to learn from you. They want to know that they have a voice and that you 
respect them. 
As it relates to issues in the classroom and teaching and all of that, I don’t think 
we ever went over that in my teacher preparation program. We never talked about having 
a clue about the kids you work with. We never talked about it. They didn’t talk about 
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cultural issues in the classroom at all. In fact, when it was brought up, it was quite 
interesting. Periodically it was brought up by other students and the faculty didn’t have 
the answers. Not that there are any easy answers, but the professors weren’t prepared. 
Students in urban student teaching placements would have those conversations to try to 
help each other, but the professors didn’t.... They weren’t much help. 
And a lot of it, I realized early in the game, is how I relate to these kids. It has 
nothing to do with what went on in that methods class or anything else for that matter. 
Really. I decided early on, you know what, content knowledge is good, and I’m glad I got 
that, but as far as even the lesson plans or whatever... being able to connect whatever I 
am teaching to these kids is the most important. 
I have seen teachers who on paper looked like they would be successful here and 
came in here and failed miserably. I’ve gotten good recommendations from people who 
were in different school districts and come into Springfield and just lose it. They don’t 
know how to relate to the kids. They put their hands on kids. Call kids names you 
wouldn’t believe. I’ve only been here two years, but we have had to remove quite a few 
teachers. You would be surprised. It blew me away. In the interview I would be like yeah, 
this teacher is the one. She talked about lessons she did in other districts. I was like, 
“Wow. This would be great for our kids.” Didn’t make it here two months. If I could give 
advice to a new teacher I would tell them first and foremost they need to know their 
community. For example, if you are in Springfield and you are going to be placing 
students to do their students teaching, they should become familiar with the different 
cultures that they are going to encounter. They should have some familiarity with those 
students, with those cultures. In general, just the country as a whole, they should have 
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that kind of experience. Some kind of cultural diversity. Not just that one class like I 
took. They are going to have to deal with this issue. If they are going to teach, they are 
going to have to deal with this no matter where they go—realistically, you would think. 
Even if it is just them looking at themselves to understand what their own ideas are 
behind it. They need to at least do that. 
Geraldo Pena: “No Frontin’ — Be Who You Are.” 
Geraldo is a 34-year old middle school teacher who identifies as Puerto Rican. 
He was bom in Wisconsin and raised in Springfield, Massachusetts. He attended 
Springfield Public Schools and received his undergraduate degree in History from a state 
college. He has been teaching for 10 years and is currently a middle school History 
teacher. 
I identify myself as Puerto Rican. More specifically, Puerto Rican with an African 
bloodline running through it. I was able to do my genealogy. My maternal grandmother 
was Black . I found out that going back a few generations they were descendents of 
slaves. Being Puerto Rican you have to understand that you are a mixed bag. Saying you 
are Puerto Rican is like saying you are a little African, a little Tafno, you are a little 
Spanish, and probably some other things. 
I’ve been teaching in the Springfield Public School system for ten years. I am 
certified to teach high school—grades 9 through 12. However, I have been teaching 
middle school since I got out of college. I attended Fitchburg State and majored in 
History with a minor in secondary education. I am a product of the Springfield Public 
School system. I have lived in Springfield for most of my life. I was born in Wisconsin 
and my family moved here when I was 5 or 6. We lived in the Six Corners neighborhood. 
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It was a predominantly African American neighborhood; we were one of the few 
Hispanic families. My parents are both from Puerto Rico. They are highly religious. My 
mother never made it past the fifth grade. My father made it to ninth or tenth. My father 
is bilingual and fluent in both English and Spanish. He can read and write in both 
languages. My mother can read and write in Spanish. She understands English, but 
speaks it brokenly. 
When I first got out of college, I thought I wanted to teach on the Cape and live 
by the shore. I came back to Springfield and began to work as a substitute. I thought I 
would come back and work on my Master’s degree. I was offered a job right there on the 
spot. I think the urban situation chose me as much as I chose the urban situation. 
I attended the Springfield Public Schools. For most of my education I was in 
classes with mostly White kids. There were a few African Americans. That was just the 
way it was. The schools were segregated, and I was bused into a predominantly White 
school. I was generally one of maybe two or three students of color in the class. In fact, I 
often wound up being the interpreter for the bilingual student who was there before they 
were tested and put into the bilingual class. I was their educator to a point, which is kind 
of funny seeing how I became an educator 20 years down the line. In middle school we 
were definitely tracked. I was in the highest classes, 7-1, 8-1, 9-1.1 was one of the few 
Hispanic students in the top level. It was mostly White kids. I was a part of the first 
graduating class at Central High School. It was more diverse. There were more African 
Americans and more Hispanics so I wasn’t the focal point of the class as much. Other 
than family, church was the only other place that I had significant exposure to other 
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Hispanic students and people. So when I got to high school, that was a good experience 
for me. 
I have taught at two different middle schools in the city. I taught in the Old 
Chestnut, which is now condemned, and now I teach here. It’s funny though; I think I did 
some of my best teaching in that condemned building. My classroom should have been 
condemned. I had a basement room with no chalkboard; I had one incandescent light. It 
was like a bad prison movie could have been shot there. But, I had to teach my kids. I 
learned a lot about teaching and about interacting with students from being in that 
environment. Then we got the new building. They got a magnet grant to run the Talented 
and Gifted (TAG) program. There were more White kids in the school, but most of the 
kids I had were Hispanic and African American. I think my second year of teaching is 
when I really started to teach in two languages. I still give class in two languages, but not 
as much as I used to because many of the Puerto Rican kids I have today don’t speak 
Spanish. They can understand it, but they answer back in English. It is kind of like me 
being at home. When I first started teaching if few kids were out, I would have a class of 
all Hispanic students. They would ask, “Can we have class in Spanish today?” Sure. Why 
not? Now I think because the state of Springfield, they have tried to balance the 
proportion of students to make schools more diverse. Today my classes are more mixed. 
They are still mostly Hispanic and African American, but a little more mixed. 
The majority of teachers at my school are White females. The school is on this 
weird line between White Springfield and Hispanic Springfield. It is an imaginary line 
where below the bridge you have mostly Hispanics. Above the line and around the school 
is pretty much White. It was like that even when I was in school. I lived in one 
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community but I spent a lot of time in others. I grew up right near the college. I hung out 
a lot with my brother’s friends in the neighborhood. We played a lot of sports. But 
because of my school situation, most of my school friends were White. So I would spend 
a lot of time with them too. I would play with my neighborhood friends (who were 
mostly Black) in the morning and then take a bus and be with my school friends (who 
were mostly White). I straddled myself between the two neighborhoods. The train tracks 
were the dividing line. On one end was my neighborhood; on the other side was the 
White neighborhood and Forest Park. I would go back and forth, and I felt comfortable in 
both. Then my church environment was all Hispanic. It was a traditional Puerto Rican 
church. We went to church on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays, and twice on Sundays. I 
was balanced between those three neighborhoods. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are very important in my life. I married a Caucasian 
woman. My daughters are a mix, so I think about that a lot. I want to make sure that they 
have both cultures—exposure to both. I want them exposed to African American culture 
too because I want them to be as diverse as possible. They are diverse themselves, and 
they need to be able to interact in a diverse world. Because I teach, I use the situations 
that I am in to drive points home to students. I talk bluntly about probably being the only 
male Hispanic teacher they have had and will probably ever have. They appreciate that 
and it makes for good discussions. I teach history from the disenfranchised side. I teach 
not from the wealthy. White, educated perspective but from the minority perspective— 
the Native-American perspective, the African American perspective, the Hispanic 
American perspective. I show them how things like the Declaration of Independence 
were written by wealthy White men, and they made laws for people like themselves. 
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Today, if you look at who runs the country today, who are they really making laws to 
help? Rich, well-educated, White men. That is who is controlling the government, and 
that is who controlling their lives. I want them to understand the laws and the situation in 
which we are living so that they can play the game and instead of having the game play 
them. I don’t want them to get played by the system. 
I had some good teachers who were like mentors. They were the driving force 
behind me going into education as a career. Being a minority in college, specifically in 
my college where the minority population was 3%, was eye opening. That is where I 
experienced racism the most. It wasn’t so much active racism but passive racism. People 
made comments and them would see me and be like “Oh, what is he doing here?” I had a 
lot of friends in the fraternity system. I pledged a Black fraternity, but I was on the inter- 
fraternity counsel and made a lot of friends in White frats too. I was an RA and knew a 
lot of people. There were times when I would walk in on a conversation and they would 
be throwing the words nigger or spic around. They would say, “Oh, we don’t mean you. 
You know that.” Another time I was in the elevator in the library, and a White woman in 
her 30s or 40s yelled for me to hold the door. When she got there and saw me she was 
like, “I’ll take the stairs. Thank you.” Those were eye-opening experiences that made me 
realize that things aren’t as rosy as I though they were when I was in middle and high 
school. Prior to college, I was never really exposed to racism like that. Those experiences 
make me more aware of my own identity. As a result of those experiences I became more 
Latinocentric, and in my teaching I let them know that it is tough out there. In many ways 
the cards are stacked against them. Even though Hispanics are the fastest growing 
minority in the United States, we are still struggling because we don’t get together and 
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we don’t have a lot of power. I let them know that they have to work hard because the 
statistics are grim. It hurts to have to tell them that, but it is the truth. They don’t have the 
luxury of goofing off or wasting time, because they are not going to get to many chances. 
I hate to have those conversations, but I have to keep it real. With our profile as Hispanic 
males growing up in poverty, we are more likely to go to jail than go to college. I tell 
them that they need to work hard here, or they are going to be forced to work there. 
My involvement in the church also gives me an in with many of my students and 
their families. My church is the oldest Hispanic church in Springfield. If I don’t know the 
kid, I know their mother, father, grandfather, aunt, or somebody that was connected 
through that church. It is one of the largest churches in Springfield. It is also one of the 
largest Hispanic owned non-profit organizations in the city. It taught me how to interact 
with Hispanic students. Taught me compassion. Speaking Spanish definitely helps me as 
well. It’s a given. I give class in two languages. I think it is important for all teachers to 
know another language, but especially in Springfield. When I get student teachers, and I 
have had a descent amount during the years, I always encourage them to learn Spanish. I 
also write down for them a list of words and phrases that will help them, such as “How 
are you? Did you do your homework? Good job.” You are always going to use them. 
Knowing Spanish has allowed me to be a better teacher because a lot of my students, 
even if they don’t speak primarily Spanish at home, I can explain concepts to them in 
Spanish or use a Spanish word to help them make a connection. Sometimes Spanglish is 
the best way to help them understand a concept. 
When I am not working I like to cook and make beer. I snowboard and ski. I 
roilerblade. I like to hike and fish. I listen to all kinds of music. In the mornings I listen to 
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NPR because I don’t always have time to read the paper. When I get out of school, I 
listen to 90.7 which plays Salsa and Merengue. It is a nice way to segue into the end of 
the day. I listen to rap and Hip-Hop. I like it and it helps me relate to my students. Music 
is a big part of my class. It is how I get them to sometimes focus on the task at hand. I use 
music they like. It is rap, Hip-Hop, R and B, and Reggeton. Most students grew up 
learning with music. They study better with music. I study better with music. Even just as 
a little background noise. When they are doing group work or projects, that is a tool that I 
use to get them to do their work. I play it and make sure the volume stays the same. If it 
becomes a distraction, I turn it off. They know how to handle it. 
I try to stay away from the teachers’ room because of all of the negativity. I have 
heard a bunch of negative things from teachers about my students. They say, “Those 
students, that’s just the way they are.” “Why do they dress like that?” “Her mother must 
be a prostitute the way she dresses.” “I hate it when they talk Spanish in my class.” That 
is always a tough one because they have to know that the kids are just interacting with 
each other. The teachers should take it upon themselves to learn Spanish and try to 
interact with the kids. Maybe then, you will have a better rapport with your students. I try 
to stay away from those spaces like the teachers’ lounge. They are dens of inequity. 
There are too many burnt out and jaded teachers that congregate in those places. 
I believe that all kids can learn and do well. I see the teacher as a guide to help 
them pick the right paths. In 8th grade, do they really need to know why the battle of 
Saratoga was fought? Or why George Washington was chosen as the first president? Not 
really. It doesn’t really matter that much. What does matter is the underlying concept. 
History is always going to repeat itself. The people, the places, the events. The dates 
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change, but the concepts remain the same. If you can remember the concept and 
understand how the concept affects you and the world around you, any situation that is 
thrown at you, you will be able to handle it - provided you learn from your mistakes. 
Education should be fun. When I am not having fun doing what I am doing, I am done 
teaching. If I find myself in the teachers’ room complaining about students, it is time for 
me to go and find something else to do. 
The culture of my students is a wannabe culture. They want to be so many things. 
They want to be the rap artist, a ballplayer, Beyonce. They are buying into this Hip-Hop 
fantasy. It would be different if they were buying into Hip-Hop’s roots. They are buying 
into a commercialization of Hip-Hop. That is what they are pursuing. It is a false sense of 
reality. They think that life is about drinking Crystal and driving a Bentley. This is not 
just for Black students or Latino students. Even White students buy into that. They are 
perpetrators. They are frontin’. They are frontin’ on all levels. I call them out on that. 
You have to be real. Keep it real. 
The culture of my classroom is about expectations. I expect them to work for me 
and I expect me to work for them. I go out of my way to help students who want to help 
themselves. For those kids who are not trying to help themselves, I try to get them 
guidance help or counseling to get them back in the learning process. This building has 
multiple personalities and not everyone is on the same page with helping kids. Many of 
these teachers are too negative and complain too much. They need to find another job. 
Unfortunately, education is way too political. It is all about making certain numbers and 
not about what is best for the children. 
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The culture of the Springfield community is dire. They way things are going is 
not good. If we spent as much on education as we do on incarceration, things would be 
totally different. If you look at the differences in who is getting arrested, it is Hispanics 
and African Americans. If we spent more money on social programs and really 
cultivating more Hispanic and African American teachers, I think we would be in a better 
position. 
My students share lots of things with me. They know that I am approachable. I am 
firm, fair, and consistent. They know if I have to make information they have shared with 
me available to be able to get them help, I will. A lot of times, the conversations will 
happen in Spanish. They will whisper, “jPodemos hablar afuera?” We speak the same 
language. They feel a sense of kinship with me, and I with them. I see them everyday and 
I pick up on their idiosyncrasies. I can usually tell when something is wrong. 
If we don’t understand a group’s culture it makes it one more hurdle that we have 
to jump higher to go over. By learning about students’ cultures you can focus more on 
where they are coming from to address their strengths. Back in 1995,1 had a group of 
Haitian students come in. Because there were less than 10 of them, there was no special 
program for them. So, I brushed up on my French. I brushed up on my Patois. I tried to 
travel with them to other classes to get a sense of how they learned. If you don’t learn 
students’ cultures, then you will always be a step behind in trying to reach them. 
There are a lot of teachers who teach in urban schools who are scared of their 
students. They are intimidated by African American and Latino students. Because of that, 
they just pass the students on without teaching them. That happens a lot. Teachers need to 
know how to be resourceful. They have to know that you just can’t teach the same thing 
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in the same way to everyone in the classroom. You have to vary instruction on a weekly 
basis, on a daily basis, and sometimes on a minute-to-minute basis. Teachers need to 
know where their students are coming from. They need to understand the dynamics of 
where they live. One exercise that I have been doing for 9 years now is I tell them about 
myself, my life, my experiences, my family. And I show them how to do a timeline. Then 
I have them take their lives and create a timeline of important events. Yes, they are 
learning the skill of how to read and make a timeline, but it is also an opportunity for us 
to learn about each other. I learn a lot about them. It helps me to understand them and 
where they are coming from. It is a reality check. It keeps me grounded as an educator to 
understand where my kids are coming from. 
There has been a lack of role models for Latino students. They lack role models in 
the community and in schools. The system is not doing enough for Latino students. They 
are not recruiting teachers that Latino students can go to and say, “There is Mr. Rivera,” 
or “There is Mr. Ortiz.” It’s almost all young White females coming in. There are 
definitely some White female teachers who can be effective with Latino students, but the 
ones who are successful are successful because they have a vested interest. They 
genuinely care. They are not just teaching the subject, but they are teaching children. 
They will go to students’ houses. They will spend time with the family. They will try to 
learn Spanish. I bring that to the table because that is who I am. 
If I could give advice to a teacher preparation program to help them better prepare 
teachers to work in urban schools, I would tell them to address their faculty. Look at the 
faculty. If you want to prepare people to teach in an urban environment, then you need to 
have professors who have been there and done that. They can tell you what it is really 
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like. You need more minority professors. Developing partnerships with the school system 
is important. I would have [pre-service teachers] get their feet wet in the community from 
their freshman year on. You can develop some sort of community service learning 
criteria. You need to spend a certain amount of time, not necessarily teaching in schools, 
but maybe working at local community centers so that they are looking at minority 
children in their element. Teachers need to learn to keep it real. Don’t front. No frontin’. 
Be who you are. 
Chapter Summary 
In this chapter I presented the Represent(ations) of Jennifer Helmsley, Edward 
Black, William Soto, James Talbert, and Geraldo Pena. All of the teachers in this chapter 
were either bom and/or raised in the city of Springfield, Massachusetts, and they all 
attended the Springfield Public Schools as students and now teach in the district. Each of 
their stories underscores the various ways they have become culturally connected. In their 
narratives, “In the Middle of the Hill,” “In Between Two Worlds” and “On the Cusp,” 
Edward Black, William Soto, and James Talbert respectively, address their positions as 
intermediaries or cultural brokers between the students’ cultures and the dominant 
culture. Jennifer Helmsley’s excerpt, “Mad Bilingual,” highlights an identity that she has 
taken on and shares with her students. Finally, Geraldo Pena’s story, “No Frontin’,” 
addresses the need for teachers to make authentic connections with urban students. 
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CHAPTER 5 
REPRESENT(ATIONS) OF “TRANSPLANTED” TEACHERS 
This chapter presents Represent(ations) of the participants in the study who were 
bom, raised, and educated outside of Springfield, Massachusetts and came to the city 
teach in the district. I referred to the teachers in the previous chapter as “Home-grown” to 
highlight the fact that they were connected by birth or upbringing to Springfield, the site 
of the study. Conversely, the teachers described in this section have roots in communities 
other than Springfield, Massachusetts and have transplanted themselves into this new 
community. Hence, I refer to them as “Transplanted” Teachers. Of the five teachers 
presented in this chapter, three currently live in the city of Springfield, one lives in 
Holyoke, a nearby city with a large Latino population, and one lives in Westfield, a 
suburban community approximately 20 minutes from Springfield. Interestingly, four of 
the five “Transplanted” teachers are White, while four of the “Home-grown” teachers are 
teachers of color. 
Like the Represent(ations) in the previous chapter, these were created using 
interview transcripts and are presented in the voices of the participants. The excerpts in 
this section— “Representing a Whole Other Experience,” “You Have to Change,” “We 
Are Part of the Same Community,” “Being Authentic,” and “Insert[ing] Myself and My 
Children Into the Middle of the Pod,” were derived from the responses of the participants 
and reflect diverse identities taken on by them. They also allude to several of the themes 
that will be discussed in Chapter 6. 
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Mario Cummings: “Representing a Whole Other Experience” 
Mario, a 39-year old White man, moved to Springfield five years ago with his 
family. Bom, raised, and educated in the Midwest, Mario has taught in Colorado and 
Kansas before coming to Springfield. He is a teacher at an elementary school in the 
North End of the city. 
I grew up in Ohio and went through the public schools there. I come from a 
working-class background so I kind of grew up with working class issues kind of living 
on the wrong side of the tracks and my parents thought that if I got a job at Frigidaire or 
GM that would be a huge accomplishment for me. My brother was the older one and he 
was kind of school smart. I had a lot of behavioral issues, but I followed my brother’s 
lead of going to school. I kind of bumped around from one college to the other and finally 
I was at a small liberal arts school in Ohio and I took an education class that sparked my 
interests. In addition, my brother had given me a list of books to read—some non¬ 
mainstream books, I guess, on history. He also included a couple books by Jonathan 
Kozol. So I proposed to my professor that I read his first three books that Kozol had 
written, and I kind of fell in love with Kozol. I thought this is what I want to do for the 
rest of my like and joined the education program. 
Becoming an urban educator was his life’s mission and being fired for teaching a 
poem by Langston Hughes to a mostly African American group of students which wasn’t 
prescribed in the curriculum and being fired for that. I just thought at that time that there 
was a dire need for quality teachers to dedicate themselves to urban areas. And there still 
is. 
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Traditionally I was a very bad student. I didn’t do well in school, I didn’t do well 
sitting and listening and, as I said earlier, that my parents thought...I had a lot of 
behavioral issues. I was kind of angry. Teachers didn’t work for me the way I thought 
teachers should work for me. I mean, I can remember getting in trouble over and over 
again in elementary. The one thing that I did well was sports. That was always the final 
hook to kind of keep me in line that if I didn’t do well I wasn’t going to field day, if I 
didn’t do well I wasn’t going to be able to participate in basketball or things like that. By 
doing that it never really stopped me, it just made me a bit more angry. And then 
probably when I really did well I went to a small college in Ohio and then transferred to a 
school in Colorado and went there for a year and had a professor in philosophy who 
really had an impact on me. He was known as the toughest professor and I really did well 
in his class. He had really high expectations of what we should do and then he had to 
argue it and make a case and stuff. I did really well in his class but decided that school 
was too big, so I transferred. My new college had three components: you had to be 
somehow involved in community government, you had to excel academically, the next 
piece was it had co-ops, and it had quarters, so two of the quarters you’d be in school, 
and two of the quarters you’d be off working somewhere. So they had jobs that just had 
interns from the college, so they had a Folk School and places like that that were oriented 
towards social justice and making changes in society and making a better world, so that’s 
really where I became more politicized and understanding different issues and reading 
different educational authors and really going from there. 
That’s probably my first real experience with people of color in any large number. 
They were always tangential to my world, and that’s just not where we lived. Part of it is 
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in Ohio where we used to live like was where all the White folks lived, but when African 
Americans started moving [in] we moved out, we left. And my parents said this is why 
we’re leaving. So that was interesting, just to figure out part of who I was as a White 
male in relation to how other people saw me, because I saw myself in one way, and they 
definitely saw me as standing for something else and representing a whole other 
experience. I can remember one story, we were at the library and this White woman was 
on the computer and Carl Banks, an African American student, came in and all the 
computers were taken up. He was a senior. He was working on his senior thesis, and he 
got really really angry and was yelling and saying this school was racist, and there was a 
system for signing up, but there was more than that. I think he’d been screwed his whole 
life, and that’s kind of where I got it because afterwards I was walking out of the library 
and then he was yelling at me, the White guy, and wanted to fight me. [Then] one of his 
friends who was Jamaican says, “you know, don’t do it, he’s not worth it.” After that 
incident, I had at least seven people of color, Southern African American students come 
up and apologize for his behavior. And that just kind of blew me away because kind of 
what I figured out in life is because the one person from my dominant perspective is we 
see one African American we have them speak for the whole African American race. 
Really what they were perceiving is me thinking that he represents everything that’s bad, 
and they’re apologizing for his behavior, so I don’t see them like that. They were trying 
to educate me. I wouldn’t be the person I was without people of color educating me and 
me trying to be open to witness that and hear that and figure out what does this mean to 
me and what does this mean for how my life plays out? As White people we don’t always 
see the barriers that other people have to go through, and we just think everyone we have 
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equal opportunity and everyone can walk through the door if they just work really hard. 
But there are all these invisible barriers that we—or I—never saw. I don’t think there’s 
any way I can be an effective urban educator without figuring that out first. That working 
class part of me, as well as the White piece, what does that mean to be not only in the 
target group but also in the dominant group? I think that gives me some kind of 
understanding about other people’s issues. I will never be a person of color, but I can 
identify through the pain that goes along with that being in the target group. 
In the school in which I teach, most of the students are Puerto Ricans. We have a 
small minority of African American students and a really small percentage of Whites. So 
quite a few of them are from the North End, but since it’s a magnet school we have a lot 
of students from different communities around the city. In terms of Springfield, I guess I 
would describe it partly as a diverse place but where there is definitely enclaves and 
where we we’re segregated in a sense. So while Springfield is diverse, there are still ways 
that perpetuate inequalities and segregation in housing and all that. When we moved, we 
wanted to live in Springfield and we got in the car and they started taking us to East 
Longmeadow, taking us to Longmeadow. We were like, “we don’t want to live in those 
communities, we want to live and work in the same community that we’re going to be 
serving and that we’re from.” And people just didn’t get that. The perception is it’s 
violent, that there’s crime. I send my kids to this school, and I was accosted by some 
teachers that I worked with who said that I was abusing my kids by sending them there. 
How horrible is that? If you think that is what I am doing to my kids, then how can you 
be a teacher to anyone else’s kids? And it just goes to show all the stereotypes and how 
they teach and all that. It wasn’t everyone, but it was some teachers that I did have 
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respect for and were, what I thought, were good teachers. But they just think, “Those kids 
can’t do it” and “why would I want my kids with those kids”? We thought of being with 
those kids, number one, there wasn’t anything wrong with them. The kids are not the 
problem. The system and the teachers are the problem. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are very important in my life. First, I am a White 
teacher teaching students of color. All of the kids in my class are students of color so I 
think that there are differences that make a difference, and I have to figure out how to 
have students achieve in my classroom and become academically proficient. In a lot ways 
I feel like if they’re not that, there is something that I am doing wrong, that it’s about me 
in the classroom. And I have to find ways to connect with them, and culturally connect 
with them, and work with their parents and identify: what do their parents want for their 
kids? Because a lot of times, what I want for my kids, I don’t know necessarily that they 
want for my kids. Or the kind of White, middle-class, liberal education that I would give 
my kids is necessarily the same thing but or the same way with kids of color that are 
different from me. I have to be cognizant of different things so I can be effective with 
students of color. For example, I have to not only know about the students in front of me, 
but I also need to know something about their parents and caregivers. What was their 
experience in schools? For some, they were beaten for speaking Spanish. They have 
terrible stories to tell. To even think that they would come into my classroom and 
automatically feel even feel welcome, it’s hard because they have a lot of background 
that says not who you are, that’s not what you’re supposed to be. 
Many parents drop their kids off hoping they will get the best education from me 
so I really try to connect with parents and work with the parents to make them feel more 
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comfortable. I had a student who was a Puerto Rican student and her mom just talked 
about how awful her handwriting is and I said, “But she’s such a bright student, she’s 
articulate in class, she has all these qualities.” But she kept saying, “but she can’t write, 
but she can’t write, she can’t write.” I didn’t really get that but I listened and I said, ok, I 
am going to really work with her on her writing. So we do, we will do newsletters home 
to the parents, and I really made sure on those newsletters that I would make sure, go 
over, check with her, to make sure that she meets her mother’s standard for writing. It did 
create a lot of tension between the student and me, but every one of her writing 
assignments that went home was her best quality work and her mom was just so 
impressed at what she was doing in the classroom. I think part of that too was my 
understanding that for me, as a White male, that I can write sloppy and people can still 
think I’m smart. I think for her it was, I know she’s smart, but people aren’t going to see 
her as smart if she can’t write and doesn’t have those “codes of power” and access to 
power. A friend of mine from Puerto Rico would put on his three piece suit and go to the 
doctor’s office and always wore that because otherwise he thought he wasn’t going to get 
the service that he deserved and they would think, “He’s just one of them.” Whatever 
“one of them” is. But I think trying to listen to parents and what they want for their kids 
and not me always going, “Here’s what I think your kids should be doing.” And to listen 
to them and really identify what do you really want for your kid and I need to partly work 
on that with them cause I try to make them welcome and part of the classroom. 
I think that it’s very important to kind of validate who kids are culturally and 
celebrate who they are so they don’t have to give that up to be academically successful, 
that they can go hand in hand together. So we have to kind of meet somewhere and the 
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middle ground of where I’m not giving up who I am, they’re not giving up who they are, 
but we’re coming together to find some kind of common ground and have them be 
successful academically. I think a lot of that is figuring out who I am as a White male, 
and all the assumptions that I bring. You know. I’ve been trained early on to have 
stereotypes and prejudices so I’ve got to kind of check those and keep those in line 
otherwise I fall into the same pattern. I don’t think kids would be successful in my 
classroom if I wasn’t cognizant of it or trying to be. 
The thing that prepared me most for my work as an urban educator was not 
college but teaching and living in diverse environments. When I graduated from college I 
got a job teaching in Colorado. The community was almost all Hispanic, transitory. It 
was a choice to go there, I don’t know, I felt that’s what I should be doing. I thought that 
I should be an urban educator. When I got there, I realized I wasn’t prepared. I thought I 
was and I wasn’t. I had to figure out what to do. One of the things that we started doing in 
the district [was to create a get-together] with other committed teachers and discuss 
educational issues. From that, we started to think about organizing at a district level. We 
started to talk about addressing the needs of teachers. I thought I was prepared and 
realized I wasn’t. What about the teachers who don’t even realize that they are not 
prepared? What can we do? How can we put something in plan for the district? We 
wanted to address issues of diversity with the teachers. So one of the things that we did is 
we went through Gary Howard’s program “Respecting Ethnic and Culture” and culture 
training. So I ended up becoming a trainer for them and working with them so that was a 
piece of it. We had to go out and find these resources ourselves and just kind of ad hoc 
we found people. We did trainings. There was a lot of reading. I love Freire and I read his 
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Pedagogy of the Oppressed. I read Thoreau, Teachers as Intellectuals, Peter McLaren. I 
read all on my own. I started going to conferences too. It was all out of my own pocket. 
So all that, the critical pedagogy piece kind is how I started. A big part of my 
development as a teacher was learning by listening to the students and the teachers of 
color. 
You have to get to know your students and their experiences. There are barriers, 
but I think most often the barrier is the teacher. I think the barrier is the way we set up 
our classroom. I had a girl who, you know, on the behavior and intervention team, they 
come and take the kids away out of the classroom by physical restraint. She wanted to 
stab me, she wanted to kill her teacher in fourth grade and then I mean and then she got to 
choose who she wanted for fifth grade. She chose to be in my class so she was in my 
class. And I always thought she was a bright, articulate kid who has lots of social 
problems. Doing her cultural bags [an activity where students put items reflecting 
elements of their cultural identities in bags and share them with the class] she had been in 
group home after group home, she had been with this family and then with this family 
and you know, I can see why she’s angry. I can see why she wants to stab someone, she 
feels like she has no control of her life. But working with her and kind of knowing who 
she is then I could make her successful, because I wasn’t getting in her way. I didn’t have 
to control her; I didn’t have to manipulate her. I worked with her. I’d go pick her up. I got 
her in band, she was playing in the band but she could never go to any of the concerts 
cause her stepfather worked second shift everyday so she could never go then. But her 
mom, I developed a relationship with her mom. I called her up, asked if I could take her. 
I’d pick her up, bring her there, pick up some other kids, take them down and have her 
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participate. I think part of that is having a relationship with her and I don’t really like 
cashing in on our relationship but she knew that I cared about her. So when I did have to 
push her and I did have to say, “That’s not good enough, Millie, that’s not your best 
work, you need to do better.” She was willing to know that I did care about her and know 
that she could be more successful. I think my students are really smart and it is my job to 
figure out how to tap into their intelligence and work them. 
I have heard teachers say some pretty horrible things about students here. They 
say: The parents don’t care, they don’t show up to school, they don’t come to anything, 
they don’t help them with their homework. That they are lazy, that they are on welfare. 
That they don’t belong in this country. That they should go back to their own country, 
Puerto Rico. They probably don’t have their green cards; they aren’t American citizens, 
so go back to Puerto Rico. They think that if they don’t work, they’re intellectually lazy, 
or just lazy period. Anything you can think of, I think I’ve heard here. I think that some 
of the only teachers that I haven’t heard it from are the Puerto Rican Spanish teacher. She 
knows they are good kids because she understands them. She can speak Spanish with 
them. An African American woman who I work with is also very good. When we are 
dealing with behavior issues, she thinks it’s a behavior issue. She doesn’t think there is 
anything “poor values” about them. She thinks that they’re good kids, but they just have 
some troubles or problems or stuff. 
I believe that it’s my job to kind of set up a classroom that one, validates who 
students are, brings us together in the community. Second, I think that it’s my job to 
teach in a manner that really helps them be successful and hold high expectations for 
them. I’ve studied multicultural education and using [James] Banks’ levels of what we do 
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in the classroom and figuring out what we do and how we do it. I really like cooperative 
learning; I really like kids working together. I really like kids being able to challenge 
each other on math problems and explain their thinking. Part of it is I try to find a balance 
between what I think they have to know to be successful and teach them those codes of 
power but also teach ways to have change in their community and figure out. So we do a 
lot of prejudice power “isms” in the classroom. Look at it all across the curriculum. One 
example, I did a lesson on graphing in math. I asked, “Is there a difference between 
males’ and females’ income?” And having kids go through a process, of thinking about 
that and then, you know giving them statistics on 20 different jobs. And then having them 
analyze and graph that data of 20 categories and figuring out what’s the median 
difference between males and females in these categories over a year. So they created 
brochures to put out along with a big huge graph to show everybody out in the 
community. I got all kinds of responses about that. It was awesome. Then they kind of 
figured out, what are some solutions we can take to fix this? Why is it wrong? Do I 
believe it’s wrong? How does it hurt us? 
And another one we did is I have Hispanic kids (they’re primarily Hispanic in my 
classroom) and we were talking about race and reading a book on and the girl looked at 
me, she was Hispanic and she looked at me and said, “Why? Why don’t a lot more male 
teachers look like me?” And that led to a whole graphing of we went and interviewed all 
of the 50 people that worked in the school by how do they identify racially. We made a 
graph of that, we categorized the graph, with 3rd and 4th graders. We categorized the 
graph and looked at what were the trends. Most of the teachers were White. Then you had 
the office personnel were all Hispanic, custodial staff, kitchen staff. And looking at that. 
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figuring out, is this right? Why isn’t it right? Why do you need role models like you? 
Then they decided to create a petition to give to the administration. They said we think 
we need more teachers like this and these are reasons why we believe we need more 
teachers like this. They presented the data to other students and got other classes to sign. 
They gave it to the principal and then the principal came in and talked to the class about 
how she is trying to hire more teachers of color. That caused a controversy because you 
know White teachers: they kind of take offense to that. They don’t want to be White, first 
of all. But we weren’t saying anything about that, we were saying look at who we are 
serving and we don’t have any teachers of color. No teachers that represent our kids, or 
very few. So that’s just two examples of things that kind of fits my philosophy of 
teaching. 
My work isn’t really supported. This school is all about the MCAS. So there’s a 
real push for that and it seems like we’ve moved further away from trying to understand 
who the kids are and where they come from and to connect with them to make it relevant 
to what we do in the classroom. But I always think that there’s hope for it because in 
standards-based curriculum, you know when they say that this is the curriculum, that this 
is the reading curriculum and you look through it and it’s the anthology and it doesn’t 
represent any of where my kids are coming from. Or, there’s stories in there have been so 
whitewashed that they’re the dominant culture just with a different color of skin. But 
we’re sanitizing them to make them go through the dominant mold and that’s one of the 
reasons why we are teaching them. I’ve always asked the question, well that’s the 
textbook, but it’s standards based, we can use that as a resource, and I’ve always gotten 
the answer, “correct.” So that’s partly where I have been able to say “ok, that’s what I am 
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doing, then I am teaching standards. They are doing cultural bags, writing 5 paragraph 
essays, those are the standards.” It’s just the hook that I use that’s different. 
Teachers need to address social justice issues and be allies. I know lots of people 
who report to be the allies in different areas but they’re the ones leading and they never 
listen, they never take a backseat. They’re still in positions of power and they don’t ever 
see their position of power and how they’re still reemphasizing the political power 
structures and just keep doing it but because they say they’re social activists or because 
they say they’re an ally, are they really an ally? Sol think you need to know all those 
kind of issues about you and how you fit kind of uniquely together. There is not one 
pedagogy that works for all kids that you could just transfer no matter who the kids are. I 
think you would be a huge flop. Then I think it’s absolutely essential that you know who 
the kids are in front of you and where they are coming from and all the issues that they’re 
dealing with and all of the cultural background that brings to the table of who they are. 
Adelaide Morales: “You Have to Change” 
Adelaide Morales was bom in Puerto Rico and has been living in the United 
States for 15 years. She left Puerto Rico to teach in Springfield and has been teaching in 
the city for 10 out of her 36 years in the profession. At the time of the interview she was 
56 years old. Adelaide is an early childhood educator in a one-year sheltered immersion 
program for English Language Learners. 
I went to school in Puerto Rico all of my life up through the university. My 
primary schooling was in Ciales, Puerto Rico, which is very rural. Then for 7th-12th grade 
I went to an urban school. Then I attended the University in Rio Piedras, which was also 
urban. I was a shy student. I was the shyest student you could imagine, but I always liked 
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to read and to learn. Some of my teachers who didn’t know me in the beginning of the 
year where surprised when they graded my first test because I got good grades. Then they 
came to me and said, “You have to speak more in this class!” I liked to be in school. I 
loved to bring books home. My community growing up was a quiet place. It was so nice 
to grow up in Ciales. There were three houses around ours. My aunt, my cousin, and a 
neighbor to one side and on the other side there was a sugar cane crop. 
I think destiny brought me to Springfield. I like it. It is a place where I can help 
many different students. I feel comfortable here. Springfield is a very diverse city with 
many big problems to solve. Our teachers are struggling to do what we have to do, but we 
do it. We don’t know how we do it, but we manage. This is a very diverse school. The 
majority of students that we have here are Hispanic. Even within the Hispanic 
community, there is diversity. Today I had parents visit the classroom to talk about their 
experiences living in Guatemala. I have had students from the Dominican Republic and 
Venezuela. I currently have a boy from Peru. 
I currently live in Springfield right near my school. It is a quiet place that was 
somewhat diverse. When I was growing up race and ethnicity were not in the picture for 
me because in Puerto Rico you are all Puerto Rican. So issues of ethnicity and race were 
not that important. But, when I came here in 1990 they became very important because I 
saw how race and ethnicity touched my students. I was targeted because I was Puerto 
Rican and I was not respected in the school. Even though I was a teacher, the other 
teachers around me saw me like someone who knew nothing and like someone who 
didn’t belong. That is how I felt—how they made me feel. So, issues of race became very 
important for me and they continue to be important today. 
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Students probably don’t talk about how race and ethnicity impact their lives 
because they probably don’t have the chance. But I will tell you this. One day we were 
sitting at a table and one of my students, a girl, was saying to other students, “You know, 
I want to take the Spanish words out of my mouth. Yo me quiero sacar el espanol de la 
boca.” [Another student was saying to her, “Why do you want to do that?” She said, “No, 
no I just want English in my mouth or I will not be good in school.” That is a big issue. 
Language is a big part of your culture, so that is very sad. Then, when I overheard that I 
brought up the issue and asked the other students and they were giving their opinions. 
Some of them said, “I want to be bilingual like Ms. Morales.” I reinforce that idea. It is 
good to be a bilingual person. But, she insisted that no, no, no, she needed to take those 
words out of her mouth. They know that their language is not valued. They get the 
messages with language and race. They get it from teachers and from our system. Kids 
can tell what is valued and what is not. When we have visitors, all of the bilingual kids 
stay to one side because we are speaking Spanish. We don’t go to that side because that is 
all English. They pick up that something is going on. We are in the same classroom, but 
we stay in this comer. This is supposed to be an inclusion model, but it is very 
segregated. That is their side, and this is our comer. We have inclusion for social studies. 
That is the only period of the day when all of the kids are really together. 
I was trained in the University in Puerto Rico as an English as a Second Language 
teacher. That helped me because I was into English. Then I kept reviewing my English. 
When I came here, I already had 21 years of teaching experience in Puerto Rico. 
Knowing how to deal with young students and help them learn English helped me a lot. I 
think that what prepares you to teach in a place like this more than anything is having that 
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feeling of love for your students. That is enormous. When you have the capacity to love 
what you do and your students, that makes everything possible. In spite of the odds 
against us in the city, we are still here and we love what we do. More than any workshop 
or training session, your heart is the most important thing. 
When I am not teaching I do a variety of things. I read quite a bit. I am in a 
doctoral program, so I am constantly reading. I watch the news from Puerto Rico because 
I want to know what is going on the island. I am active in the church. I used to teach 
catechism, but now that I am in a doctoral program I don’t have the time, but at some 
point I am going to go back to that. 
I teach in a first grade bilingual classroom. My students are lovely and I love 
them. I am here to help them. That is how I see it. I try to do my best for them. Despite 
what the people say, like the students don’t care or they don’t like to be in school, it is not 
that. That is not true. My students are eager to learn. They love to have challenges. They 
like to ask important questions, and they like to discover things. In that respect there is no 
difference between them and the other kids. Some of them like to play video games. 
Many of the girls like to talk on the phone. They like to bring photos of their family to 
share in school. They like to talk about their families during sharing time. They love 
reading and they are learning how to write. Some of them are writing their own stories. 
I have heard people make many negative comments about my students that make 
me cry at night. I have heard teachers say, “These are the future gang members.” I have 
heard teachers say, “These are the damaged goods.” “She is dressed like a...” I go home 
and I cry. I am telling you. It’s not everybody, Thanks God. But, it is too many. About 
the parents, you can imagine what teachers say. “They don’t care.” When the bus brings 
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kids here because the parents don’t have a car, and some teachers say that the parents are 
too lazy to get their kids to school. These teachers have never been poor, and they have 
never been in some of the situations that my parents are in everyday. It is really hard for 
me. That is why I love to be here. I have been thinking that I will have to leave soon 
because I am getting old and I need to do other things in my life, but sometimes I cry 
because I don’t want to leave them. I am praying that God brings someone here that cares 
about them. 
It is funny, this kind of relationship we develop with students in the school. Even 
though the parents are not here, it is like they are here with us. That is how I view 
teaching and learning. I am here to guide them through the learning process, but they are 
the ones who make it possible, the students and their families. I say this to every family 
who comes here to visit. Teaching has to be done having in mind that you need to know 
what the background of your students is. You need to know the family. If you don’t know 
the problems they are facing, you can’t have a good relationship. The relationship makes 
it possible for them to discover. 
My students come from a Hispanic culture. The majority are Puerto Rican. In our 
classroom [where there are two teachers], both teachers want to have a good relationship 
with the students. They get along and share. I always feel that the teacher who is in 
charge is the other teacher and not me. That is how it is. When I came here she was in the 
classroom, so I had to find space in the classroom, but it was her classroom. In this 
school, I have the opportunity to bring parents in the classroom. I have talked to the 
principal, and she agrees with that and it is good for my parents to come into our class. 
This morning I had parents from Guatemala that came here and shared. This only 
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happens because I have this initiative. If it depends on the principal, they never would 
have families in the classroom. That is not promoted. The culture of the [Springfield] 
community is still struggling with racism. It is diverse but it is like we are invisible 
sometimes. We are still struggling to make ourselves heard and that happens to the 
students too. That is why I am studying and working on my doctorate because I thought 
that the answer for some of my issues as a teacher was to go and study and learn and do 
something. You can’t just stand there and watch and not do anything. When I get my 
doctorate, I will use that opportunity to teach at the college level and talk to people who 
want to be teachers. 
Language is a big aspect of students’ identities that need to be affirmed. With 
Question 2 [a law approved by voters in the state to eliminate bilingual education], our 
language is lost. Think about what Natasha said, “I want to take the Spanish out of my 
mouth.” That tells you everything. It is sad. The message that it sends to all of the 
families is that Spanish is not important. They put a stop to bringing in culture into the 
school by stopping the use and development of our language. We belong to this country 
and issues about Puerto Rico are never discussed here. It is like we don’t exist. Some 
people ask me if we have J.C. Penny in Puerto Rico. They have no clue because it is like 
we don’t belong. They need to know that they are equal to the other students. 
There are some things that students share with me that they don’t with other 
teachers. I know when someone in the family dies because they tell me. I know how poor 
they are because they talk to me. I have been to their homes. I know if there is an uncle 
who came from Puerto Rico recently and is staying with them. Typically, I go and visit 
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their homes. You get a wider picture when you go and visit the family in their own house. 
I am doing it. 
Learning and teaching are very related to culture. Culture is who you are. 
Teachers need to know their own culture. How can you love your students and support 
their culture if you negate that you have a culture yourself? That’s most important. 
Teachers need to know about their students’ families. That helps me out a lot. Even when 
I don’t get to visit them, we maintain communication through the telephone or by writing 
notes back and forth. I can write them in Spanish or, if they prefer, in English. That helps 
us both help the child. For many of my students, it is important to learn English quickly. 
They want to be successful in life and they know that English will help them. Their 
culture is also important to most of them. They are proud of being Puerto Rican, or 
whatever [else] they are. We have to support that. 
Latino families, like other families, want their kids to do well in school. There is a 
belief that we don’t care about education. It is not true. My parents [the parents of my 
students] want the best of everything for their kids. They want their kids to go to college 
and get good jobs. They want their kids to be good kids. Obviously, the lack of success 
among Latino students in schools is not because the parents don’t have high expectations. 
They go to schools that don’t reflect their culture. The teachers and what they learn don’t 
usually represent their culture. They are trying hard, but that is not enough. You need 
support. You need people who care about your success. Many times Latinos don’t have 
that. 
I learned to work in urban schools on my own. I learned it by doing it. I made 
connections with the parents and that helped me a great deal, but for the most part there 
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was no classes or workshops that I took to help prepare me to work in an urban school. If 
you have a good teacher in one district [it] does not mean that they will be good with my 
kids. If you are dealing with all White, middle-class students who have a lot of money, it 
is different when you come here. You have to change. These students can still do it, but 
you need to change a little bit at least. 
Crystal Castro: “We Are Part of the Same Community” 
Crystal Castro is a 30-year old middle school teacher in the district. She identifies 
herself as an Irish-American. Crystal was bom and raised in eastern Massachusetts, and 
attended a state college. She is fluent in Spanish and has been teaching in Springfield for 
six years. 
I grew up in eastern Massachusetts. I did pretty well in school. I was the type of 
student that would do a term paper the night before, get a B, and be happy with it. I 
started putting in more effort in my junior and senior years. My father was a drug addict 
and he died of a heroine overdose, and I think that woke me up. My mother was a 
schoolteacher, but she lost her eyesight because of diabetes when I was about six. I was 
raised with just my mom; my father was off doing drugs and got remarried. In the sixth 
grade, there was a time when I was trying exceptionally hard. The teacher recognized 
someone every so often for making improvement. That period she didn’t recognize me. 
She recognized another girl, and I was crushed. At that point I remember thinking, “Why 
bother?” I always remember that as an educator. I went to Community College first, and I 
worked really hard. 
I attended a state college in Massachusetts and received my B.A. in English. I 
went back to get a Master’s degree in English Education. I worked in the Talented and 
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Gifted (TAG) program at a middle school in the city for my practicum. I then worked as 
an ESL teacher for the rest of the year. One of the teachers had gone out on maternity 
leave. I started to develop a passion for the bilingual program because I saw so many of 
the kids just falling through the cracks and people not caring. I saw kids who couldn’t 
even write a sentence get pushed along. There were people who thought they couldn’t 
learn because of their language and others totally not respecting their language. I really 
started to feel that this is where I want to focus. I spoke to the principal at the time, and I 
was offered a position as a seventh grade teacher in the TAG program, but I really 
wanted to work in the bilingual program. He said, “Are you sure?” The following year, I 
taught seventh grade English in the two-way bilingual program, which doesn’t exist any 
more unfortunately. The following year half of the staff at my school left to work at 
another school. There was a vacancy in the eighth grade, so I asked if I could move to the 
eighth grade so I was able to stay with the same group of kids for two years. It was a 
really good experience because I felt I was able to see a lot of them through. 
The following year I taught Reading, and the year after that I was put back into 
the bilingual program. It wasn’t two-way bilingual anymore. It was English but there was 
supposedly no more ESL, but these students needed ESL. It was a very odd situation. It 
was a very frustrating situation because on paper they said the students were getting ESL, 
but they really weren’t. I went to the principal and said it was racism and that I was really 
angry about it and he needed to either change it or take me out of the program because I 
wasn’t going to lie for the district. I was very angry, and I still am. After my maternity 
leave, I came here to this middle school. I felt like it was discrimination. My husband is 
Puerto Rican and my children are biracial. That is a big issue for me. I spoke to an 
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administrator in the district office and told him I want training. I had never been trained 
for ESL. None of the teachers were certified in the bilingual program for ESL. Some of 
them weren’t certified at all in anything. I said, “We need training.” We need ESL 
strategies. We are making it up as we go along, and these kids aren’t getting services. He 
gave me a lot of “bla, bla, bla”, but basically it never happened. And then on paper they 
did a report on how the kids being mainstreamed were getting ESL support, but it was not 
true. 
I decided to become an urban educator because I did a lot of substitute teaching, 
and I thought the suburban kids were kind of boring. They were always trying to entice 
you. I like the urban kids because they were just raw and real. What you see is what you 
get, and whatever they think comes out of their mouths. I just loved it. I could deal with 
it. 
This is an urban, low-income, predominantly Hispanic community. Almost half of 
all kids in the district are Puerto Rican. I grew up in a White, predominantly middle-class 
community. There were a few low-income families and we were one of them. I used to 
hate having the red lunch ticket because no one else had them. I now live in Springfield 
in Sixteen Acres. It is interesting. Sixteen Acres is in Springfield, but it feels like a cross 
between Springfield and Wilbraham. It is a middle- to upper-middle-class neighborhood, 
but it is still part of the city. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are very important in my life. My husband is Puerto 
Rican, and I have two daughters who are biracial. I am very concerned about making sure 
that they have a positive view of being Puerto Rican because I think society has a real 
negative view of Puerto Ricans. This is especially true in Springfield. There are a lot of 
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stereotypes about Puerto Ricans in Springfield, like all Puerto Ricans are in gangs, they 
carry weapons and are drug dealers. I have been very upfront with my students about 
these stereotypes. I tell them this is what you are facing. You have to fight that much 
harder to prove them wrong. When you have a teacher who is prejudiced and you 
continue to act bad in the classroom because you want to make her life miserable, you are 
just proving her right. I talk to them a lot about that and try to bring in examples. We had 
some community leaders come in. We had a high ranking city official who is Puerto 
Rican come in and talk about his experience. He had dropped out of school and got into 
drugs and stuff and then got himself together and went to college. Now he works for the 
mayor. My kids need to hear about successful people. In this case they can see how 
someone made some mistakes and was able to bounce back and become successful. I also 
want them to see people like them who are successful who didn’t mess up to get a more 
complete picture of what is possible. It is rare that Puerto Rican students have Puerto 
Ricans as teachers. It is important to address that, but until we get more, I have to make 
sure my students see successful people of color. 
One of the experiences that informed my worldview was my father’s death, 
growing up having a father who was a drug addict and was in and out of the house. He 
used to say that he was going to come and pick me up and then never come. Having that 
heartbreak, rejection, and all of that stuff, and feeling like you have to hide it. Then 
having him die and not being able to have closure. I also grew up on welfare and am 
familiar with that feeling of shame. Having to do without, or having less than others also 
impacted me. Finally, having a sick mother made a difference. At times I lived with 
pastors, teachers, and friends. I bounced around a lot as a kid. I felt as if my life was the 
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stereotypical urban situation in a suburban town. As an educator, I have been very honest 
with my students about my past. As a result, I think, they feel closer to me and a lot more 
secure. They feel like they can talk to me and just be real about things without worrying 
that I am going to look down upon them. One of my favorite activities I do to get to know 
my students and for them to get to know me is called “Don’t Judge a Book By Its Cover.” 
We each get to do a true and false about ourselves and disclose the things we feel 
comfortable sharing. I put things like I have a house on Cape Cod, I grew up on welfare, I 
drive a Mercedes. It’s funny because they always think that the negative things are false. 
I ask them why and they say, “Because you are White and because you are a teacher.” 
They think those things don’t happen to White people, and they don’t happen to educated 
people. I think it is a good thing for them to see and it creates a bridge between us. 
Those are some of the experiences that have influenced my teaching in an urban 
school in general. More specifically, I think my work with Latino students has been 
influenced by being married to a Puerto Rican. I have learned a lot first hand. It was an 
issue in my family when we got married. Before I got married, my family had a lot of 
stereotypical views of Puerto Ricans. In fact, my wedding night my uncle, who gave me 
away, said to me that he was so wrong for thinking negative things about my husband 
because he is Puerto Rican. It was tough in the beginning, but now they love him. I think 
it was also harder for them to accept because his skin is dark. We go to my husband’s 
family’s church, which is a Spanish church in the North End. Being a Puerto Rican 
family we celebrate Puerto Rican holidays like Three Kings Day. We got the girls 
dedicated in the church. I didn’t know anything about that at first. 
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One of the things that geared me to work with Latino students was teaching at an 
orphanage in the Dominican Republic for three summers. I learned a little Spanish in 
school, but that really helped me in my language development. The kids taught me a lot. 
When I am not teaching, I do a variety of things. I am a member of the YMCA and I have 
intentions of working out. I am currently a graduate student in a program that focuses on 
preparing teachers to work with English Language Learners. I am getting my CAGS 
[Certificate of Advanced Graduate Study] and certification in that. I spend a lot of time 
taking care of my girls. Most of what I do is in Springfield. I am very much a relationship 
person so I am always trying to make connections. I try to do a lot in the community 
because I want my girls to be around here. 
I work with a mixed group of students. Most of my students are Latino, but I also 
have a lot of African American students and a few Asian students. There are some 
students that are doing all right economically and others who are in horrific situations. 
Usually if you take a second to ask kids, “How are you? How are things at home?” they 
are dying to tell you. I also have a bunch of kids who are racially mixed which I find 
particularly interesting because of my situation. Many of my students are really ambitious 
and creative. We are now focusing on expeditionary learning and getting the kids 
involved in the community and connecting it with the curriculum. It makes it more 
personal. But this school and these kids have dealt with a lot of tough situations. This 
year we had a kid bring a gun to school. I also have an eighth grader who has a baby. His 
mother is a prostitute and he lives in a foster home. That’s tough. 
Some of the teachers in this building describe the kids as thugs. They say that the 
kids are ignorant and they don’t have any manners. I hear this from teachers in the 
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building and even teachers on my team. I hate it. It makes me really mad. I feel like I am 
in the middle because I have to be professional. One teacher on my team doesn’t even 
realize she is racist. It’s hard because I am probably never going to change her mind. That 
is where she is and that’s o.k. Well, it’s really not okay. You have to learn how to pick 
your battles, but it is hard when you hear teachers say, “They are so stupid. I can’t do 
anything with them.” What is interesting is that that same group of students that are 
horrible in her class are really good for me. They do their work. All of them are Puerto 
Rican and Black. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are huge in the lives of my students. I think for those 
that play it down, as if they are not proud about who they are or where they come from, 
need to be taught that pride. That is something that I do try to focus on in class. I try to 
expose them to different cultures by using books from authors of different backgrounds 
and bringing in guest speakers they might connect with. It is for all the kids. They usually 
react positively. 
In my classroom, I try to be multicultural. The school tries to be multicultural. I 
think the administration is. The principal is Black, two assistant principals are White and 
one is Puerto Rican. I think the administration tries to promote multiculturalism. Some of 
the teachers are on board, and some aren’t. I think the students’ cultures need to be 
affirmed. That can include race, where they are from, gender, and even sexual 
orientation. That has been a new experience for me because I didn’t expect that in middle 
school. 
Having been in some of my students’ homes, being married to a Puerto Rican 
man, my travel to the Dominican Republic, and having a diverse group of friends in 
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college have all impacted me. I have gone after learning about culture and different 
people. Not everyone has had those experiences. Whether we want to admit it or not, we 
all have biases or prejudice. I think that recognizing that allows you to change some of 
the things you learned or picked up that are inappropriate. For some teachers, the reason 
kids get labeled as stupid or whatever is because they are assuming that these children 
have had the same education and opportunities that most White people have, and they 
haven’t. A lot of teachers in the bilingual program are very family oriented and closer to 
their kids and they are not as rigid with rules. I think a lot of mainstream teachers look 
down on them and think they don’t control their kids because they have a different type 
of relationship with their kids than the average mainstream teacher. 
Teachers need to recognize, if you are going to work with students of a different 
culture, you need to be honest with yourself and be aware of prejudiced views you may 
have. You need to connect more with your past and your history and have a better view 
of who you are. You also need to recognize your limitations. You are not coming in here 
to save people. We are not saviors; we are educators. You can help them, you can give 
them tools, but you are not here to fix them. These students have to be able to do for 
themselves. I tell my students, “I love you, we are friendly, but I am not your friend. I am 
your teacher and I have to play a special role in your life.” I know that sounds mean, but I 
say it out of love. This is a very important job. 
Teachers need to know more about their students’ home lives. They need to know 
where the kids are coming from. You have to know what your students need. It is easy to 
work with students who are motivated and successful. You have to Find ways to make 
connections with the kids who need you the most. Music and culture are important to my 
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students. They love rap, hip-hop. When we have art projects or something, I let them 
bring it in and play it as long as it is appropriate. 
A good suburban teacher isn’t necessarily going to be a good urban teacher. The 
culture is different. There are class issues, race issues, and other issues that aren’t as 
present in the suburban schools. They have more parent support. For some of our parents, 
there is a language issue that prevents them from coming to school. That isn’t an issue 
everywhere. 
I think that pre-service teachers need to spend a lot of time observing urban 
classrooms. They should make mental notes of the relationships between students and 
teachers. They need to get personally involved with your students. That is something, as 
teachers, we are told not to do. They tell us “Boundaries, Boundaries, Boundaries!” You 
do have to have boundaries, but I think that you need to go the extra mile and make the 
personal connection. We are part of the same community. 
Sara Silver: “Being Authentic” 
Sara identifies herself as a White Eastern European Jew. At the time of the 
interview, she was 53 years old. She has been teaching for 26 years and currently works 
as a Collaborative Professional Development Teacher of Language Arts in an elementary 
school in the city. 
I grew up in a suburban town outside of New York City. Most of the people in my 
neighborhood and my school were Italian and Jew'ish and there was a very small number 
of minorities. I suppose that as a young child, my own sense of feeling discriminated 
against at all was because I was very, very, very tiny. I was a little bitty runt, and I was 
often the brunt of a lot of jokes and a lot of teasing. As a result I hated school; it was 
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awful. I immersed myself in sports. I was very involved in track and field and 
gymnastics, and that was probably how I found my salvation because I was pretty good at 
it. I think being brought up Jewish and my sense of my understanding and my father’s, 
particularly his politics around being Jewish, had a lot to do with understanding that our 
people at one time had been oppressed and that it was important for us not to become 
upset but instead to in fact make the world a better place. I was brought up to feel as 
though that I could make a difference in the world. I thought of my background as one 
who was sympathetic to other people. 
I made a conscious decision to become an urban educator back in the late 1960’s. 
I actually was, at the time, involved in the anti-war movement and I had also read 
Jonathon Kozol’s book and was really impressed by just his analysis of what was 
happening to urban education. I also read Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire, 
and I was just absorbed kind of thinking teaching might be my way of making a social 
change. So I consciously decided to teach in urban schools. I started off as a speech and 
language major and then switched to education as a major. 
The community in which I teach is inner city. This particular school is 
approximately 68% Latino, 30% African American, and just a very small percent of 
White. Ninety-eight percent of our children are free lunch, low income. We have one of 
the highest populations of foster care children in the city. We have in each grade one 
class of children who are still learning English as a second language. They are still in 
some level in an English immersion class at this time. In my position, they call me a 
Collaborative Professional Development Teacher of Language Arts. I’ve been here for 
ten years. Technically what I do is I work directly with children, but I also mentor 
158 
teachers and do professional development and analyze test data and a variety of different 
things. So I work with all the children in the building. 
The demographics of the city mirror those of the school in a lot of ways. Maybe 
in some cases it s not as high a Latino population as what we have in this particular 
school and in this neighborhood. At this point based on the financial crisis of the city, 
there is a lot of White flight. I think that the White population in the schools is 
diminishing. I think that in some ways we are in a crisis right now. Experienced urban 
educators are leaving because we don’t have a contract. We haven’t had a contract, and 
this is our fourth year without one. Our cost of health care has gone up. I’d like to classify 
the situation we’re facing as a renewal because new teachers will come in and we will 
rebuild. But the experienced teachers and the mentors that could help bring that 
profession forward is really being jeopardized right now because so many teachers are 
leaving so it’s kind of a scary time. 
Where I live now is a lot like Springfield. In my city, as you might know, the 
school system is 75% Latino. I taught for 12 years there before I was offered a position 
here in Springfield. I started as an English as a Second Language teacher. Again, I think 
it had to with seeing it as a community well, first, where I could afford a house, but also 
where I thought I could contribute something and use my skills in some way. Right now, 
I live in a working class neighborhood. It’s becoming more of a Latino neighborhood. I 
would say out of the 20 houses on my street at least 5 are Latino families. For me, I think 
because of all of my years living in ethnically and racially diverse communities I don’t 
really... it doesn’t stand out to me unless you ask me those questions. It’s more a matter 
of the neighbors that I live amongst. But I’m very aware that issues of race and sex really 
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do affect people’s lives, and I see it every day, daily. I know that it’s not something we 
can ignore. That would be the way that I would approach my life if someone were to say 
something that I didn’t agree with. I would stand up for what I believe in. 
I would say that probably my student teaching really helped prepare me for my 
work in the Springfield Public Schools. I student taught in an alternative school in 
Roxbury in Boston. My journey from Somerville, where I was living at the time, to 
Roxbury was in and of itself an eye-opening experience. I felt the distance between those 
two worlds because I would ride my bike through Harvard Yard and I would put my bike, 
lock it up there and I would take buses and MTA and then I would walk a few blocks. 
Two different worlds. But I chose that because it was an experience that I wanted. I 
would say what really probably prepared me the most was in doing, in teaching. After 
living in the city and teaching in the city, we always used to say if you can survive in this 
city, you can survive anywhere. It’s almost as if new teachers, you’re not prepared for the 
classroom. I don’t care where you teach, whether it’s suburban schools or city schools, 
you’re not really taught methods for discipline. You’re not really taught all those little 
nuances of a classroom and it’s really experience that gets you that. I think that frame of 
mind and your values and your beliefs or interests in cultural diversity, make you open to 
working with children. It’s something you have to feel in your heart that you want to do, 
that you feel comfortable with, that’s not something that you’re just doing because you 
have no other choice. You really have to choose to do that. 
For example, learning Spanish was a choice that I made that was even before I 
went into the inner city. I took Spanish in college because I wanted to. I thought that 
having a second language would be very beneficial. But I used to travel. I used to save 
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enough money and every year I would take 2-3 weeks in a Latin American country. I still 
study it now to this day. I still try and get myself a little bit better and I study it more 
working, especially here because I want to be able to talk with the kids. I also wanted to 
be able to have some vocabulary to back up the children when I was an ESL teacher. So 
it was something that I knew would make me a better teacher and a better communicator 
with the parents, which was very valuable. I love the Spanish language; I enjoy learning 
other languages. 
This is a challenging population to work with. You have children who are ready 
to learn and you’ve got children who you kind of hear that they are stressed out from 
their home life and it’s a constant. I have found that if there’s anything that I need to do 
about the children here, it’s to make them feel good about themselves. Even if I have to 
take a child aside and reprimand the child, I always try really to settle their ego by letting 
them know how wonderful I think they are and how much potential they have. It seems 
like it’s something that I have to say every day, at least once or twice a day because in 
this building there are many children in crisis and many children who are just struggling. 
There are also some children who are doing very well and are very stable, but it’s a 
balance of that. We’re a struggling school; we’re an under-performing school. We are 
slowly inching our way up. We are showing improvement but it’s not enough for the 
state. I know from the data that our bilingual children have shown the greatest 
improvement. In fact, we were 100% failing on the MCAS [Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System] and we brought it up to 50%. 
I’m still worried. Our children in the bilingual classrooms are still reading on an 
average of about two years below grade level. I first working with English Language 
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Learners, I believed that teaching children through literature, having them read easy texts, 
was one way that they could not only see the language but they would hear the language, 
they would learn the structure and they would develop the vocabulary. I had a 
tremendous amount of success with that. During that cycle of my career of doing that, 
there was a change in the philosophy. There was a belief that the child has to be very 
proficient in their first language and be able to read in their first language before learning 
to read in the second language. I believe very strongly that a child should continue to 
learn their first language. I know how they can transfer over their skills and that was 
something that to this day I think the children should be bilingual. Even when I worked in 
the “mainstream” 70% of my kids were Latino. I utilized what I learned about English 
Language Learners in my classroom to help my practice. 
I would say that for the most part right now that a lot of people fear that the 
family life of the children has a lot more to do with the lack of discipline, or the lack of 
education, or progress at home. I think that teachers, when we don’t really look at what 
our role is and what we could do to make a difference, could tend to think that the family 
life has a lot to do with it. I think there is a balance in that obviously family life has a lot 
to do with it but we have the ability here to do some intervention as well. I think in some 
ways as a school where we might be failing is in really finding ways to bring parents in. 
It’s true, there are many parents who are illiterate and that’s the bottom line and it’s not 
that they don’t want to help their children, it’s just that they can’t. That is obviously 
going to affect a child’s oral language skills. It’s going to make it difficult for them to 
keep up with their peers and they have that much more to go ahead. I think that as a 
school system, there’s a lot of talk and very little action. I’ve heard lots of negative things 
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about students and this community. I’ve heard teachers say that the problem with the 
school system is the influx of Latino children. I’ve heard that and other things to the 
worst extreme. 
I think children really need to know and believe that they’re smart. I believe it’s 
important for them to value their first language. I believe that all children learn at 
different rates. I would say that I am very much in a developmental understanding of 
children’s styles of learning. I believe that all children have their own rate of learning that 
they may have different styles of learning and that we as teachers have to diversify what 
it is that we do in the classroom. We have to also find a way to motivate students. In that 
way, being aware of a child’s culture, being aware of a child’s personal interests, being 
aware of the child’s family background all have to come into play. The questions the 
children ask really should guide the kind of books that we read aloud to them or the kinds 
of long-term projects that we engage them. MCAS really guides a lot of what we are 
doing. We have a lot of district sequence that tells us exactly the skills and the pages and 
the resources. A creative teacher still can do project-centered thematic learning. I would 
still. That is what I believe in, but it’s not encouraged. The fear is that the new teachers 
that come in won’t have that background. I think the children need a context for learning; 
they need to be able to make connections. They need to be able to have lots of different 
mediums to learn by. They need to have heterogeneous classrooms within which you 
might pull some children aside because some of them need reinforcement. But you have 
to have a toolbox with a lot, a lot of different resources, at which you would make 
decisions. I just think that you’ve go to get out of the textbook. You have to give children 
lots and lots of different opportunities to learn and that lets them make connections. 
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I think the most important thing that we have to overcome is a sense that these 
students are stuck. We have to give them the options and the belief that they could climb 
that wall and that they can make choices and go to college or they could get a skill. For 
example, I had this one student who I asked what she wanted to do when she grew up. 
She was a beautiful smart child and she said, “Fm going to be on welfare like my mom.” 
That was her option because that’s what she saw her mom do. Her mother was a 
wonderful mother, very involved and a wonderful role model. But that was the student’s 
expectation and that’s what she thought. It is our job to provide students with options. 
I think that it’s really very tough because I think that many children here grow up 
in neighborhoods where there are a lot of gangs. That they see their family struggling 
with unemployment or underemployment. I think that race becomes, it’s not something 
that can paralyze somebody but it can be something that the society has internalized and 
it’s our job to have people believe differently. To me, it’s not even an issue of race 
anymore. Like I said, I’ve got some children who are homeless who are White in this 
building. I think it’s more an issue, I believe, of class. I think that it’s an issue of money 
and I think that the poverty in more ways is holding our children back. I think that race 
obviously affects us as a society and may have caused, or might be a part of the poverty 
that our families are experiencing, but I think in the long run poverty more than race now 
is keeping our children from thinking that they have options and making the families 
believe that they don’t have options for themselves or their children. 
The culture of this community is very diverse. We have the African American 
community and culture and just the kinds of ways the students communicate with each 
other from the African American kind of dialect. In some ways if you were going to do 
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an ethnography you would see culturally the kinds of teasing and fun and little stories 
that might be told by the African American children are very different from the Latino 
children. They come with their own rich little kind of quirks and personalities. The Latino 
children in many cases, they all come with a lot of pride for their culture, they celebrate 
the holidays and the school does too. The school probably did more so in the past but 
right now there is so much time on learning but we have celebrated their culture at times. 
We celebrate in the holiday season, we incorporate Kwanzaa and Three Kings and 
Hanukkah and you know, like Christmas all together and, you know, we do recognize 
Black History Month. In November we celebrate and talk about Puerto Rico discovery. I 
think in some ways the staff is a diverse staff. I mean we have Latino, White, and African 
American on the staff and I think in some ways we are a community that supports and 
recognizes diversity. 
Culturally, however, I think that there is a culture of poverty that is coming into 
the building. The culture of poverty includes health care. I don’t think it’s up to par. We 
have drug-addicted babies that have come in with learning disabilities. We have issues of 
child abuse and we’ve got it all here, probably more than I have ever seen in my life. It 
just seems to go up. The children come with me more and more issues to overcome. It’s 
amazing how many do overcome it, but at this age, to me, I think it’s overwhelming. We 
have a lot of counselors who come in and out for the kids. We try. There is a support 
community, but I still think that there is more that we need. It’s kind of mixed you know, 
on one level we speak of a lot of pride and on another level I think a lot of families are 
feeling desperate. I think it filters down into the building right now too because we’re a 
struggling building that’s trying to find out how we can help these children achieve. 
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They’ve got so much going against them, and we have so much going against us. It’s 
sometimes very debilitating so you know, we’re struggling with that, with the culture in 
the building, trying to figure out a way to hang in there. 
There are so many studies out there where we know that someone’s cultural 
prejudice might affect who they call on in the classroom or what their expectations are on 
children. The most important thing, which also goes back to my philosophy, is that you 
really have to have high expectations of children and you have to translate those high 
expectations. I also really believe strongly that you have to teach to the top, not to the 
bottom because that would bring up the children on the bottom but I don’t think that’s 
what everybody believes. A lot of people think that when they see children struggling, 
they think that they need to reinforce, reinforce, reinforce and then those who are capable 
of doing more are held back. If you hold any belief at all that a child can’t achieve based 
on their culture or race or background, then you may suddenly make some educational 
decisions that aren’t going to foster student achievement. 
In order to be a good teacher we have to remember how we learned. We have to 
remember what was difficult for us and to be really sympathetic and to also know that we 
didn’t always understand something the first time or know that we weren’t always 
interested. We also have to make learning fun. We have to have fun. We have to not be 
afraid to laugh with the kids and tease them and read a silly book or let them do little 
skits and show off a little bit. We need to find a way to make every child feel special and 
wanted in the classroom. The highest motivator for being a teacher might be someone 
wanting to undo their own experience in school and remember that. I think that’s true for 
me. In learning to read (It’s interesting that I’m a reading specialist now.) but [I] was not 
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considered a good reader. I was pulled aside. I was also left-handed and teachers tried to 
convert me to right-handed. I had a lot of uncomfortable kinds of experiences with 
teachers, and I knew I wanted to make a difference. 
Everything that is relevant to our kids is relevant to our teaching. I believe that 
every teacher needs to find time to have conferences. I have writing assignments as part 
of my classes where we interview each other. They learn about each other, and me and I 
learn about them. It’s important to meet with parents. I’ve always believed in doing little 
surveys in the beginning of the year about things they like to do, things they like to read. 
You’ve got to know their health. More so even than their academic background, it’s 
really important to get a sense of what’s going on in the house. 
I was prepared for teaching in the inner-city because of my own experience in 
living in the inner city. I’m not saying that I got it through the colleges, no. I don’t think 
that I got it. I don’t think that there was anything specific that taught me. I would say that 
it had a lot to do with my own experiences and the people that I met around me. The 
bottom line is being authentic and getting out of the university and in an inner school 
setting. You can’t fake love. A child knows if you are sincere and to me it’s really 
important that these children know and even if it’s over time, that I care about them and 
that I believe in them. That’s one of the benefits of me being a veteran teacher in the 
building because time tells and after a certain time children don’t look at me by the color 
of my skin, they look at me as the teacher that they know will back them up and stand by 
them. That’s the bottom line. It’s our responsibility as teachers to know everything about 
our students and to advocate for them and to get them the kind of resources that they 
need. 
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June Hamilton: “Inserting] Myself and My Children into the Middle of the Pod” 
June is a 51- year old female who identifies as a White-American. She has been 
teaching for 30 years and currently works with English Language Learners in an 
elementary school in Springfield. She is fluent in English and Spanish. 
I came out of college in with a Bachelor’s degree in Education and a minor in 
Spanish. That is where I got my first taste of Spanish and my love of the Spanish 
language. I am from this area originally, but I went to college in New York City. I spent a 
semester abroad in Spain. Upon graduating from college, I came back to this area and 
was hired by Springfield as an ESL teacher. I was an ESL teacher for 5 or 6 years, but I 
decided I wasn’t making enough of an impact on the children because of the way the 
program was set up. I would see each group of children for 45 minutes. I really wanted 
something more consistent. I wanted to spend a longer time period with the children, 
hence, a regular classroom. So I went and received my certification in bilingual education 
and transferred over to bilingual education. The teachers’ roles were substantially 
separate in those days. ESL was in conjunction and under the domain of bilingual 
education, but it was separate. I loved the program. I loved the children. I loved the 
parents. I felt like I was making a difference in their lives. I stayed with Springfield. I was 
at one school for about 20 years and then I switched schools and came up here, and I 
have been here ever since. I did some roaming around as a language acquisition teacher 
for a year or two, but I was going from school to school and I did not feel like I was 
connecting enough with the children. I wanted to be there full time. 
I grew up in a Catholic, lower-middle-class. White community. I still live there 
now. When I was looking for employment, it was not a place where I thought that I could 
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use Spanish. Since I minored in it and was interested in it, I wanted to be able to use it. 
My home community did not have as diverse a population as you would think compared 
to a place like Springfield. Where I live is a bit more diverse now. There are people of 
color. Most are Hispanic. It has basically stayed Polish and Irish—basically, White- 
American. 
Springfield is a very diverse community. There is a great need for professionals to 
work with students as role models. Students come here with energy and a great attitude, 
but they need direction for their futures. They get some direction, but they need more. 
The school itself, this environment, this climate is wonderful. We are family oriented. We 
are a small school of about 600 children. The moment I stepped in here, I felt like a part 
of a family. That was a good feeling in and of itself, but more than that, when I looked 
around at the relationships that adults in this building develop with all kids, regardless of 
where they come from, I was amazed at how much connection adults intentionally make 
with the children. That was different from my experiences in other schools in the city. 
Latinos are the majority in the school, followed by African Americans, and about one- 
fourth of the students are White Americans. We also have some Asian children. 
I have three children of my own, so I am pretty busy with them. I am an outdoors 
person. I like to run. I have a garden. I love to read. I read anything that related to 
education. If it relates to second language learners, I am definitely there reading it. I like 
to travel, but I haven’t traveled a lot. I listen to the Spanish radio station on occasion— 
especially in the summer when I haven’t spoken to anyone in Spanish for a while. I 
haven’t in recent years, but I used to have the kids over for an annual picnic. We used to 
go to Stanley Park. Logistically it has become more difficult. Many kids don’t have 
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transportation. I used to be able to go and pick them up in my car and I haven’t been able 
to do that lately. 
I currently work with a fifth grade class. I share a classroom with another teacher. 
Right now our program is more sheltered English. It was formerly known as a two-way 
bilingual program, but the funding is no longer there. Fortunately, we have been able to 
stay in the same position so we are still here. She is Anglo; she speaks a tiny bit of 
Spanish. We have about 25 students between the two of us. I am designated now as the 
ELL teacher. I cannot instruct in Spanish any longer, and that bothers me a lot. But I can 
still converse with the children and reinforce concepts in the native language. I really 
believe in maintaining and fostering the development of their first language, and I think, 
unless you work with second language learners, you don’t have the advantage of seeing 
what a wonderful thing it is for them. I feel like, because of Question 2 and attitudes 
people have about bilingualism, children will tend to lose because it is more a stigma to 
speak another language. They tend to back away and shy away and not use the language 
as much any more. It starts when they are very young. If you go up to a fifth grader with 
a Spanish surname and start to talk Spanish, some are like, “I don’t talk Spanish.” To me, 
that is a great loss. It is a huge loss. 
The children in my classroom are designated as needing ELL services. I teach 
reading, language arts, social studies, the whole bit. I travel with some of my children to 
other teachers and I usually co-teach with them. I think it is a good set up because it is 
non-threatening to the children. They are being included with the mainstream. If need be, 
I pull them aside and explain the concepts in their language. I think it is a comfortable 
environment in which to learn. The law wanted to go as far as saying that I couldn’t even 
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use their native language for clarification purposes. I guess if I am breaking the law, I am 
breaking the law. We still get children in directly from Puerto Rico. It happens all the 
time. For instance, I just got a child from Puerto Rico who speaks no English. There is 
just no way that you can not greet him, not talk to him, not reassure him. You can’t use 
anything but Spanish to do that. He is a bright child in his native language. For him to 
lose ground academically is a waste. It is awful. I can’t stand to see it. With him, in this 
particular case, I shadow him, and we talk in Spanish. He has a personality too, and he 
has a drive. He is pretty well determined to learn English. He is pretty goal-oriented, so 
he is taking on the English. You can get a child who is not quite as driven as he, and they 
just fade into the background. They are non-active. They are lost. It is really sad to see. 
So, law or no law, I am going to do what is in the best interest of the child. 
Often mainstream teachers don’t think that my children can progress at a rate that 
is acceptable. I feel isolated. As a bilingual educator, I was in an area that was left over. 
First, all of the mainstream teachers got their classroom space and then the bilingual 
teachers would always be at the end of the pod. I am not kidding. It was so small, and I 
still had 20 children. I really pushed and pushed for change in that particular school, and I 
was successful. What I did was insert myself and my children into the middle of the pod. 
Now it doesn’t seem like that would make a difference, but physically being in the pod 
rather than being an appendix to the pod did make a difference. I was able to identify 
people that I thought would be more open to the style of learning that my children 
needed, and I encountered that group of people. Probably by the time it ended up, I felt 
very different about being able to teach. I would showcase what my children did around 
the school. I would have their work wherever I could get it, and I would have it identified 
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as their work. I became involved in several school-wide projects that would involve my 
children. I would then involve the parents. I guess just opening the doors is a big step. It 
was difficult, but it did happen. There were people who would look at us like, “Why the 
heck are we speaking in Spanish? This is America.” “Why can’t these kids learn 
English?” I hear all of those horrible things. I still hear it now, but not as frequently. I 
sometimes hear adults say, “If you are going to talk to me, talk to me in English.” The 
city has made decent strides in making the community aware that the Hispanic population 
is a contributing population, and they can be even greater contributors eventually. But, 
we need to be more open-minded. We need to be more accepting. I believe that rigidity 
still exists. It’s not gone. In the community where I live, that is the attitude. I have had to 
safeguard my kids against that attitude. I can’t let them be passive toward this image that 
the rest of society is propelling. 
I believe that I have a lot to share with the children as an educator, and I am 
anxious to share lots with them. I believe they bring a lot to me, and as much they bring 
their minds, hearts, and imagination, those are the things that I really need to work with. I 
don’t look at it specifically like, “Here is a book, and here is what I have to say.” I look at 
it as if I have to impart some knowledge to them and I need for them to take it and run 
with it. I try and draw out as much as I can from them so that they get that feeling of 
accomplishment and mastery. It’s not necessarily because of me but because of 
themselves. 
Issues of race and ethnicity are pretty important because that is what the world is. 
Those are the colors of the world. I think it is important to be able to understand, accept, 
and be able to relate to people of other cultures. I think issues of race and ethnicity are 
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also pretty important in the lives of my students. I think it impacts them. In this building, 
the children that I have seen in the last four or five years are more willing to speak in the 
mainstream classroom and aren’t as intimidated. At lunchtime all of my Latino students 
sit together, but in the classroom that is not necessarily the case. I grant them that because 
it’s their only social time all day long where they do get to speak Spanish to each other. I 
know if I was in their situation and all day long I want to express myself but can’t really, 
and I have an urgent need to just talk, I would want to be sitting among kids like me and I 
would want to talk. Not all of the teachers are as understanding about the need to create 
space for them to have that time together. 
The majority of students are Puerto Rican, and most of them seem to have 
maintained those island traditions. Some of the children are third generation and I have 
also seen a loss of what I would call traditions that I used to see. They come from homes 
where parents generally speak Spanish. I would say that their culture is being maintained 
in the home, but I feel like it is getting Americanized. They are taking on more American 
culture. The culture of my school is pretty mainstream America. In terms of the culture of 
the city, there is a North End and a South End and Sixteen Acres; I feel it is pretty 
segregated. When I started teaching in Springfield, our school was in the middle of the 
Latino community and they did not have any power. If we go back to neighborhood 
schools, schools will be more segregated than they are now. They won’t have exposure to 
other children. It is important to work with diverse people because that is what the world 
is like. 
It is important that teachers recognize that ELL students have a first language and 
that needs to be validated. They are second language learners. Their learning style needs 
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to be identified. Not all kids learn one way. We need to understand their home 
situation—good, bad, or indifferent—because you want to keep in touch with parents as 
much as you can. From my perspective, something seems to get strengthened when I 
know that I am in touch with parents and they feel comfortable contacting me. I think that 
my students confide in me a little more, specifically about social and emotional issues, 
that other teachers might not get a window on that. I think they speak more familiarly 
about their home life because they do it in Spanish. That family piece is big. If something 
is bothering them, and they can’t communicate that they retreat a little bit. Other teachers 
might interpret that as a lack of motivation or caring, but in fact if you just gave them that 
door or opportunity, they would open up. 
Culturally, I know that a lot of kids and my parents come from schools that are 
very different than this. Their style of learning and the environment is different than here. 
It is a very different atmosphere, so when the kids come here, it might be tough to adjust. 
Instruction might have been delivered in a whole different way, so when they come here 
it is an adjustment for them and it should be for us as well. Teachers have to listen to their 
inner selves and say, “Am I free and clear of prejudice? Am I influenced by any blocks 
that society has set up for me looking at other children and looking at other people?” I 
worry less about a child accepting me. I worry more about am I accepting the child. I 
think that every teacher should think that way. 
If a new child comes in, I don’t go to the folder to read what has happened over 
the past five years. I always just say, “Here is our first day together and we are 
discovering each other and will continue to do so for the next ten months. You will come 
to know me and I will come to know you.” I don’t verbally say that, but I am sure that it 
174 
guides my interaction with them. Discovery is the basis of my approach with them. It 
puts all children on the same playing field and level and it is an enticement to know that 
you have 28 children in front of you and you have a world of new things to experience 
together. If there are difficulties that arise with the kid, then I will research it and get the 
background, but I always want to start fresh. 
The aspirations Latino families have for their children range, but most of them 
want a good education. They want them to pass from one grade to another. Most of them 
are interested in particularly how well their kids are reading and performing in school. 
Most of them want to know if their kids are cooperative in school and good, model 
students. I rarely come across parents who don’t want to know, and, if so, there are 
usually extenuating circumstances. As often as I can, I tell the parents that the child has 
great potential. Even though they are only in fifth grade, I very often I tell them that they 
are college material. They may not be thinking of it, but I think it is important to insert 
that in Latino students that college is not an unreachable goal. When I talk to parents I 
say, “We are talking about a child who is bright and intelligent and college bound.” Their 
faces seem to brighten when they hear that. I don’t think it is too premature to say that. 
I think we need more mentoring for our students. We need more teachers who are 
willing to dedicate themselves to understanding Latino students and becoming models for 
them. Society has so many distractions for children that kids are sometimes led astray, 
and that kind of life seems better than pursuing education. I taught seventh grade for one 
or two years and it was very discouraging because I lost half of my students in seventh 
grade. So I moved out of seventh grade. I don’t know if that was just me copping out, but 
I think the reason was that I needed to get into the younger grades, to be able to influence 
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them more and influence parents more. Especially in the middle grades we need strong 
mentoring and after school programs. They need sessions where they are introduced to 
other Latinos or other adults like them that have made it through and are in a position in 
the community so the kids get an idea that it is reachable. There are a lot of things in 
society because of economics and economic status. It is hard to climb out of poverty. It 
has got to be the most discouraging thing in the world. You have to just give in 
sometimes. I think a lot of the kids do give in. Even if there is a small spark that I have 
made in their lives, often there is a lot more negative they experience to cloud that over. 
It is so discouraging. It is a vicious cycle. 
I did my practice teaching in a bilingual classroom in New York City, so I had 
some great experiences to prepare me to work in a diverse setting. It was so isolating. I 
don’t think that I could have come to Springfield and been prepared and liked it so much 
if I had not had not been made aware and had some strategies to help me work with 
diverse populations. I got a Master’s in Reading at a college in this area, and I was the 
only one in the group of people that were in the program at that time who taught in a 
bilingual classroom. The faculty as a whole didn’t know a lot about bilingual education 
and second language acquisition, but I had a teacher who let me go with it. He was into 
language and language development, so anything I researched, he made sure I did it from 
that second language viewpoint, and he allowed me to share it with the other students in 
the classroom. But it was basically a generic program with no focus on diversity. 
If I could give advice to teacher preparation programs trying to do a better job of 
preparing urban educators, I would tell them you have to enlighten prospective teachers 
on the diversity of kids you are going to meet. That includes language diversity. It 
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includes poverty and working with families. I have a feeling that teacher prep courses 
don’t include that. I have not had a student teacher in a while, but I know I had a few 
students from local colleges who were totally overwhelmed. I had this one student 
teacher that was placed with me in a bilingual classroom and, first, she didn’t speak any 
Spanish, but there she was placed in a bilingual classroom for 6 or 8 weeks. Just the sheer 
number of children we had, they are from a different background and they have to 
understand that. She came in and she was shocked. I don’t know if that numbness ever 
left. I don’t feel the preparation is as full as it should be. 
I don’t know if there are enough people out there who want to help these students 
learn. I would love to see more Latino children become teachers. We have some, but I 
would like to see more in the mainstream too. I think that you would see a different type 
of teacher also if they came through our school system and then were here as teachers. 
They have their own culture that they can relate to. They already know the in’s and out’s 
of everything. Their ability to help students who might mirror what they went through, I 
think would be phenomenal. In general, new teachers need to be patient and 
understanding. They need to look for help and ask for help. They should be kind, 
compassionate, and prepared- very prepared. They should find someone who is more 
seasoned than they are and connect with them. 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter presented Represent(ations) of “Transplanted” teachers. That is, the 
teachers represented in this chapter—Mario Cummings, Adelaide Morales, Crystal 
Castro, Sara Siler, and June Hamilton—were not born or raised in the city of Springfield, 
Massachusetts but have dedicated themselves to working in this community. Mario 
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Cummings’ narrative, “Representing a Whole Other Experience,” highlights the 
development of his awareness of White privilege and his efforts to make connections 
with his students. Adelaide Morales’ story, “You Have to Change,” demonstrates her 
belief in the wealth of knowledge students possess and how teachers, and she suggests a 
shift in thinking. Instead of focusing on the changes students need to make to “fit in” she 
suggests that teachers have to change. Crystal Castro’s excerpt, “We Are Part of the 
Same Community” suggests that even though she may not share racial identification with 
her students, they still share a socially constructed bond as members of the same 
community. Sara Silver’s account, “Being Authentic,” reflects a need for teachers to be 
true to themselves. Finally, June Hamilton’s Represent(ation), “Insert[ing] Myself and 
My Children Into the Middle of the Pod” highlights a shared group identity and a desire 
claim classroom space for students who are often marginalized. 
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CHAPTER 6 
ANALYSIS OF REPRESENT(ATIONS) 
In this chapter I present an analysis of the Represent(ations) included in Chapters 
4 and 5. As noted in Chapter 3, the Represent(ations) are case study-like narratives 
crafted using the participants’ responses to interview questions. They are 
autobiographical accounts that reflect the participating teachers’ voices and address the 
research questions presented in the first chapter of this dissertation. The Represent(ations) 
were analyzed using the hybrid methodology I created for this project which draws from 
the work of Seidman (1998), Nieto (2004), Lather (1991), and Miles and Huberman 
(1994). 
Consistent with the notion of representation as a theoretical framework rooted in 
postmodern and Hip-Hop/urban discourses, in this chapter each of the participants’ 
voices are presented and framed in the form of a cipher (also spelled cypher) to highlight 
the themes and trends that emerged across Represent(ations) as a result of the analysis. 
The cipher is a popular concept in hip-hop/urban culture that refers to a practice similar 
to a freestyle or improvisational jam session in music where various participants 
contribute something to the creative experience. In Hip-Hop ciphers use various 
expressive forms including dance and rap ciphers. Usually participants in the cipher form 
a circle. They take turns entering the middle of the circle to share their contribution and 
then return to the circle as the next cipher participant steps in. It has been described as the 
“ultimate brainstorming session” (Rivera, 2003). Although the cipher created here is 
more linear, due to the linear construction of printed text, it is similar to a Hip-Hop cipher 
in that several participants share their insights by speaking one after the other on a similar 
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topic. Their verbal contributions differ, and participation varies depending on the theme 
or trend the cipher is highlighting. The term cipher is also used in Hip-Hop/urban 
discourse as a verb meaning to share. Using this method will allow me to share the 
perspectives of the participants alongside my analysis. 
Typically, in a cypher, all of the participants are physically present in one 
geographic location so that each of their contributions to the cipher is experienced by and 
shared with the other members of the group. In this case, the teachers were not physically 
together in time and space when they made these comments, but I suggest that in many 
ways each teacher’s contributions are connected. They share experiences as teachers in 
the Springfield Public schools and related perspectives regarding the education of urban 
students. Collectively, the teachers’ voices in the ciphers that follow provide insight into 
how the participants became culturally connected, and, consequently, exceptional 
teachers of Latino students. The diverse biographies of the participants bring new voices 
to the broader discourse on teacher preparation through the ciphers. While 
Represent(ations) offer individual profiles of the participants, ciphers are hybrid 
collections of multiple voices. Like the larger Represent(ations), the ciphers were created 
by taking excerpts directly from transcripts that were grouped together through coding 
and cross-case analysis. (See Chapter 3 for a more detailed account of the methodology.) 
The analysis is organized into two parts— my analysis of the teacher voices as 
they relate to the theme and ciphers highlighting the teachers’ voices and supporting my 
analysis. Six themes emerged as a result of analysis, and they are discussed in what 
follows. The themes address the variety of ways teachers in the study made cultural 
connections with their students. They include: 1) Language, 2) Shared Community 
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Membership, 3) Students and Families as Funds of Knowledge, 4) Curriculum, 5) Hybrid 
Culture, and 6) Representin’. 
Making Connections through Language 
Although teachers in the study were never directly asked during the interviews if 
they spoke a language other than English, the teacher participants noted one of the 
primary ways they were able to make connections was through Language. Of the 10 
participants, seven identified themselves as fluent speakers of Spanish, and several others 
noted varying degrees of proficiency in non-Standard, hybrid forms of English and 
Spanish commonly referred to as Ebonics and Spanglish. Several teachers expressed 
understanding a wide range of gestures—a language of their own. A number of teachers 
also expressed an understanding of complex linguistic concepts such as code-switching— 
the use of more than one language or language form in discourse between two people 
who share proficiency in more than one language. The participants’ heightened 
awareness of code-switching underscores the importance of multilingualism and 
knowledge of sociolinguistic concepts relevant to the lives of their students. Moreover, 
they viewed these qualities and skills as vital to their work as educators. 
However, the participants viewed speaking multiple languages as a personal 
journey and not solely as an academic pursuit. Teachers who learn those languages 
connect with students and parents through language, create space for students to use 
various modes of communication, and participate in the life of those discourse 
communities. They report that their lives are transformed as a result. These teachers use 
the knowledge gained from their experiences using multiple discourses to inform their 
practice as educators. While national statistics reveal very few teachers speak a language 
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other than English, several of the teachers in this study not only learned second, third, 
etc... languages, but they also strive to sound like native speakers of the language. 
Choosing to practice diverse languages with students and their families to create 
relationships and inform teaching practices is one way that teachers make cultural 
connections. In what follows, I present the cipher of teacher voices, as they relate to the 
theme of using language to make connections with students. 
Language Cipher 
I can speak their languages. That is the other thing. There are several different 
ways that students communicate using language. They can speak in Spanish. Some of 
them can speak in English. They do code switching. They speak Ebonics. Spanglish. 
There are a lot of ways they can communicate among themselves, and I feel like I can 
communicate with all of them. I grew up around it. Not everybody can. It’s complex. I 
don’t know if anybody has sat down and studied the whole way they communicate down 
here. It’s powerful. I think it is very ingrained in their identities and how they view 
themselves and how they view how others view them. (William Soto) 
Being fluent in Spanish has definitely helped me. I learned it a lot on mission 
trips. Majorly. I think where I got my accent from was because of the first Spanish 
teacher I ever had, Ms. Kelly. She was incredible. She just drilled us until we said it right. 
That was sixth grade. Going on mission trips really opened my eyes to a lot of things. I 
started going in 1997. I went to Costa Rica. I only knew the Spanish I learned in school. 
The Spanish I learned was different than how people speak Spanish around here even. I 
had to learn more. You had to speak. When you are out there working with kids there 
isn’t always someone to translate for you. You have to speak. There might be one 
182 
translator in the group. I picked up a lot out there. When I was made to speak the 
language, I got it. I have gone on a trip pretty much every year. I also spent 2 months in 
Puerto Rico. I also had a friend in high school who spoke Spanish to me all the time. We 
just had fun with it. (Jennifer Helmsley) 
That was a choice that I made also and that was even before I went into the inner 
city. I took Spanish in college because I wanted to. I thought that having a second 
language would be very beneficial. But I used to travel. I used to save enough money and 
every year I would take 2-3 weeks in a Latin American country. So I went to Mexico and 
I went to Guatemala. I have to say that I was also chosen. At the time I was a journalist I 
was chosen to go to Cuba and I spent a few weeks in Cuba. No, actually it was longer. I 
would say that that really helped me learn a lot because it forced me to use the language 
and at least hear it and become more comfortable. I still study it now to this day. I still try 
and get myself a little bit better and I study it more working, especially when I was in 
Holyoke because I wanted to be able to talk with the kids. I also wanted to be able to 
have some vocabulary to back up the children when I was an ESL teacher. So it was 
something that I knew would make me a better teacher and a better communicator with 
the parents which was very valuable, but I also love the language. I enjoy learning other 
languages. (Sara Silver) 
One of the things that geared me to work with Latino students was teaching at an 
orphanage in the Dominican Republic for three summers. I learned a little Spanish in 
school, but that really helped me in my language development. The kids taught me a lot. 
The Vice Principal at my school also taught me a lot about Puerto Rican culture. The 
students in my classes taught me a great deal too. They would invite me over for dinner 
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and all that. I would go there and hang out with them. I spent a lot of time in the 
community. (Crystal Castro) 
Kids always ask me, “Do you speak Spanish? Do you speak Spanish?” They are 
shocked. I don’t speak Spanish, but I speak just enough to make them think I know more 
than I really know. I didn’t learn that in school. I learned that growing up. I grew up in 
Springfield. There have been Latinos in Springfield since... heck... since I’ve been in 
Springfield. My brother Frank... his closest friend growing up was Ricardo. Ricardo was 
Puerto Rican. I was at Ricardo’s house more than I was in my own home. I ate there 
everyday. I knew his mother. I knew everything. I learned about the culture young, very 
young. I could talk about it and the kids would be shocked that I knew about it. That 
helps me. That helps me big time. I can talk about cultural events or holidays that they 
don’t think I know about. Or, I can use phrases. I learned how to sing El Coqui when I 
was seven years old. I still remember that song. I will sing it, and kids are just blown 
away. They are like “Oh my God!” I learned a lot of that growing up so that helps me 
out. (James Talbert) 
I lived in the North End of Springfield, which is primarily Latino, and I went to a 
middle school and high school that had a tremendous Latino population. I guess there are 
some things that you learn from everyday interaction. Like, I understand enough Spanish 
to surprise some people. I understand body gestures more than anything else. I 
understand the language and some of the cultural values that will allow me to enter a 
realm of their educational process that other people might not be able to. I also think that 
when students know that I am not Latino but I am still willing to extend myself so that I 
can help them learn. I think that means a lot to them. (Ed Black) 
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Making Connections through Shared Community Membership 
Another way teachers make cultural connections is through sharing membership 
in multiple communities with their students. These memberships go beyond the 
classroom, where, for the most part, membership is assigned and not voluntary. 
Community in this context is broadly defined and can include, but is not limited to, 
communities based on geography (i.e., neighborhoods), language communities, religious 
communities, extended families, schools, and the like. Furthermore, teachers who share 
membership in communities with their students also share a sense of responsibility for 
the well being of the community members that strengthens their connections with their 
students. Many of the teachers live in the community in which they teach and are 
connected to Springfield in a different ways. They are neighbors with the students that 
they serve, and they get to see students in a variety of different contexts. There is a sense 
of kinship that they form through these connections. William Soto, talking about the 
wrestlers on the high school team that he coaches noted, “My wrestlers are class through, 
and through and we have raised them that way.” I have emphasized the term “raised” 
because it signifies a role in child rearing that is rarely discussed as a part of the role of a 
teacher. It connotes that he is a member of their family even though is not technically 
related to any of his wrestlers in the traditional sense of the word and is, in part, 
responsible for their actions and invested in who they become. 
While living in the same city or neighborhood as one’s students has obvious 
advantages, teachers who do not share membership in geographic communities can 
nevertheless share membership in groups with their students. Several teachers shared 
membership in language communities as indicated in the previous section. As a result 
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they see themselves as inextricably linked with their students. For example, underscoring 
a shared membership and shared destiny, Ed Black emphatically stated teachers “need to 
give us the skills we need, and then let us go on our way.” The following cipher 
underscores the pattern of making connections through shared community membership 
made evident through the analysis. 
Shared Community Membership Cipher 
I teach in the North End. I live in the North End. It is a predominantly Puerto 
Rican community. I make enough money to live somewhere else, but I like living here. I 
run into my kids all the time. I am a stone’s throw from the school. I live right next to the 
school. I work right near the school. I see all of my kids. I know a lot of my kid’s parents; 
we grew up together. We are friends. It’s almost like I am an extension of their families 
when they come here. They say, “Wup, there is somebody familiar. I know Mr. Soto.” I 
am a product of the Springfield Public School system, so I said it matches me perfectly. 
This is what I know. I have a connection to the community. (William Soto) 
I was bom and raised here in Springfield and I went to Central High school and I 
attended this middle school when it was the old Chestnut. I’m really active in the 
church—La Iglesia Apostolica Ronovacion. My church is in the North End where I teach. 
I am also involved with the youth of the community through church. I talk to them a lot 
and we go and make home visits. (Jennifer Helmsley) 
At this age, middle school, sometimes you can forget how young they are. They 
walk in and physically they are six feet tall, 220 pounds with a beard and a mustache, and 
you forget they are young kids. You start to talk to them and you really get a sense that 
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this is a kid. This could be my little brother. This could be my nephew. Sometimes it 
takes a few layers before you get to see that part of them. (William Soto) 
So, one of my techniques is make the kids feel like I’m a part of their family, and 
there are certain things that they are not going to say to me. Every once in a while you 
just go around and shake the kids’ hands. If they want to give you a hug, give them a hug. 
That is something that family does. The students recognize that, and they will start 
spreading rumors that you are their cousin or you’re their uncle, or you’re their dad, or 
you’re their brother. That means that they have a real-life connection with you that is not 
going to be broken because you cannot erase a family bond. That’s what it is all about. 
That has always been a huge thing in my culture. We all run around talking about our 
best friends are our cousins. This is my cousin so and so. This is my cousin so and so. 
People will be like, “You guys don’t even look alike.” Well, we’re cousins. That’s just 
the way it works. If you can form that family bond, then you have them. They will bend 
over backwards for you because there is a love there. They also are willing to share 
anything with you. (Ed Black) 
This is where I am from so I figured why go somewhere else. This is home. This 
is where I wanted to teach. I wanted my kids to grow up in the neighborhood. Not to 
mention the fact most of my students live in the community. They can say where they 
live and I can tell them all about their neighborhood. I can tell them some of the people 
they live on the street with. With a lot of the kids I can name members of their family. 
That allows me to deal with them on a different level because they know I’m a real 
person. I have kids who live down the street from me. Who see me every single day. 
They come to the house for Halloween trick or treating. See my kids and know my kids 
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by name. Because of that, if I was to scream on a child, they would not react to me they 
way they would to somebody else if they don’t feel that connection. (James Talbert) 
I was born in Puerto Rico but raised in Springfield since I was four. So this is 
home. I wanted to teach here because I want students to know that, like me, they can 
make it if they are from this community. I live in the city because I like it and because I 
think it is important to have a presence in the community in which you teach. (Geraldo 
Pena) 
I was bom, raised, and educated in a rural part of Puerto Rico. Now I live in 
Springfield right near the school. I was not prepared to work in an urban school district 
when I came here, but I made connections with the parents and the community, and that 
helped me a lot. (Adelaide Morales) 
I have been a teacher in Springfield for 30 years. For my first 20 years in the 
district my school was in the middle of the Latino community. I was really impressed 
with the fact, and this may sound odd, how I was accepted. [The parents] had never met a 
White, female American with green eyes that spoke Spanish. They were always, “Are 
you Puerto Rican?” It was such an immediate level of acceptance into their community 
(June Hamilton) 
When I arrived in Springfield I really became involved in the community. I would 
do home visits, and I would call parents before the school started and I’d say, “I’m Mario 
Cummings and I’m going to be your son or daughter’s teacher.” They’d be like, are you a 
new teacher? Because they had never had anyone call them. It’s important to try to tap 
into the students and figure out who they were and talk to their parents and visit them in 
positive ways, not your son or daughter is in trouble. Then you get kind of invited to 
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social events, quniceneras and things in the community, weddings that we would go to, 
and show up. So that was part of loving from the community. I’m always kind of weary 
of participating as a tourist in cultural celebrations and just being like touring the 
neighborhood. So we’re bringing something back so why don’t we try to be a little bit 
more invested in the community and activities and make it more of our daily life. (Mario 
Cummings) 
Teachers need to know more about their students’ home lives. They need to know 
where their kids are coming from. You have to find ways to make connections with 
students. You have to make personal connections. I spent a lot of time in the community. 
It may sound crazy, but I was never really afraid. I lived in the South End and they 
looked out for me because I was their teacher. (Crystal Castro) 
You have to make connections. Let’s just say that in social studies their theme is 
community, or they have to learn about community. I think in one sense it is important to 
look at their neighborhood and where they live as a community. It’s important to look at 
the classroom as another kind of a community. It is important for them to see their role in 
the community and compare that to possibly other roles that people had outside in the 
community. We have to be members of those communities as well. (Sara Silver) 
Teachers who are not community committed: At the end of the day, [many 
teachers] pack up and go back to whatever surrounding suburb you’re from and you don’t 
have any commitment to the city of Springfield. You don’t pay taxes here. You just take 
a paycheck from here. I was born in the city. I have spent my whole life here. I went to 
college here, and it only seems right that I give back to where I come from. I care to help 
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people who come from my community. Teachers have to be community committed. (Ed 
Black) 
Making Connections through Curriculum 
Making connections through the curriculum was another recurring theme. While 
curriculum design and implementation are a standard part of many teacher preparation 
programs, culturally connected teachers transform existing curricula to address issues of 
importance to their students without sacrificing teaching the skills outlined by state and 
local policies (i.e., Massachusetts and Springfield Curriculum Frameworks). Teachers in 
the study openly shared their desire to address issues of social justice and equity 
specifically because the students with whom they work are often members of 
underprivileged groups. They describe their work as critical, in the Freirian (1970) sense 
of the word, guided by the notion that education can be a means to varying degrees of 
liberation. Some teachers address the importance of students connecting with the 
curriculum content. Others see their role has helping students voice their concerns. Such 
was the case with Mario Cummings who created a math lesson for fifth graders that 
addressed the lack of representation of people of color in various positions in the school 
while simultaneously teaching students how to create graphs and use computer 
technology. While many White teachers might view increasing the number of teachers of 
color in their schools as a threat to their job security. White teachers in this study take a 
different view, and they transform the curriculum to address critical issues such as these. 
Curriculum Cipher 
Whenever I was doing a lesson plan, my first responsibility was finding a way to 
connect whatever it was I was teaching to these kids today. That was the hardest part of 
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teaching for me. Not the hardest but the most involved part of the lesson plan—making 
that connection. Because once I made that connection, I knew kids would be involved. 
Having discussions. Allowing them to have an opinion. (James Talbert) 
Since I work with all Latino children in a bilingual class, I do many of the same 
things teaching that I did in Puerto Rico. Some people who look through the glass on my 
door say, “Oh, that teacher is crazy. She is singing in the middle of the lesson.” But, that 
is how we did it in Puerto Rico. We related everything to art, to music, just to help the 
students remember that concept. It was a hard concept and with rhythm and music, they 
learned it very quickly. I just made up a song for the seven continents. They love it. 
(Adelaide Morales) 
I think you can still cover Puerto Rican history even if it isn’t on the MCAS. 
There are so many different things in American history that are tied to, not just Puerto 
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Rican history, but Mexican history, etc.... One of the things that the kids really get into 
are all of the wars that have occurred throughout history. They really get into that. 
You’ve got the Civil War, Mexican American War, Spanish- American the French and 
Indian war where the Spanish were involved. A lot of people forget to mention that when 
they cover it. If you want to talk about geography, one of the themes in geography is 
movement. If you are not addressing migration and immigration when you cover 
geography then what are you doing? You are wasting your time. (William Soto) 
I would not say that this school intentionally focuses on the cultural traditions of 
others. We used to have Hispanic Heritage Week. There is Discovery of Puerto Rico 
Week, but it is just not what it used to be. It is just one day with maybe some food done 
by whoever wants to recognize it. The same with African Americans. It is the same with 
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February and Black History Month. I think that it should be addressed and celebrated 
throughout the year. I know that in Reading and Language we read biographies. No 
matter what time of year we intentionally make sure our students get exposed to all kinds 
of people-especially people from the groups represented in my class. (June Hamilton) 
I think part of it is who is that individual kid and how do I get to know that 
individual kid and who they are and what they represent. Part of the way I do that is to 
have... we’ve done cultural bags and had students develop cultural bags, big posters. 
They go home, interview their families, get pictures, they put pictures together, 
everything that represents their culture. And then to bring academics into it, they write 
five paragraph essays and work on who they are culturally, autobiographies. (Mario 
Cummings) 
I talk to them a lot about that and try to bring in examples. I had the princess of 
the local Puerto Rican parade come into my classroom and speak with the kids. She told 
her story about how when she came [to the mainland U.S.] she spoke no English and she 
talked about her experience. I organized a Puerto Rican celebration at my school a couple 
of years ago. I was really mad at the school because November came, which is when we 
celebrate Puerto Rico Week in the district, and in this school where more than half of the 
kids are Puerto Rican we weren’t going to do anything. It was pathetic. So, I took it upon 
myself to organize it. We only had about two weeks to organize it, but it was so cool. 
Each class did cultural dances, some sang, it was awesome. We had some community 
leaders come in. We had a community leader come in and talk about his experience. He 
had dropped out of school and got into drugs and stuff and then got himself together and 
went to college. Now he works for the mayor. My kids need to hear about successful 
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people. In this case they can see how someone made some mistakes and was able to 
bounce back and become successful. I also want them to see people like them who are 
successful who didn’t mess up to get a more complete picture of what is possible. 
(Crystal Castro) 
I think children should have opportunities to write about maybe something that 
they would like to change in the community. Maybe making their assignments be socially 
relevant where they can see themselves as being able to make a difference writing a letter 
to an editorial or to the mayor. I think that it’s really important for us to do those 
connections. (Sara Silver) 
A lot of times what I will do as a Social Studies teacher... if I can take something 
from the past, a historical event, event something like the Revolutionary War and the way 
that they colonists felt with the monarchy when they were discriminated against, I 
connect that with feeling that you are being treated racistly or being discriminated 
against. They connect really well with that because they are really aware of it. Even when 
it is subtle, they still pick it up. (William Soto) 
We would have a discussion about how history affects them. I would ask kids, 
“How did you end up in Springfield?” They would answer, “My mother moved here.” [I 
would respond], “Why did your mother move here?” “Because her mother moved here.” 
“Well, why did her mother move here?” I ask them those questions and they go back... 
back, and they get into some historical events that shape their lives. It goes back to Puerto 
Rico or wherever those kids were from to see how they were connected to history. Then 
those kids can learn from me. You know what I mean. (James Talbert) 
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I believe that all students can learn. I believe that you have to find the angle. You 
have to find the connection. I think that connecting students with the community and 
connections something with their personal lives is important. Finding a way to make that 
connection is key. (Crystal Castro) 
I think you have to accentuate a student’s strengths. In my classroom, I try to 
focus on the non-traditional history to show them that throughout history there have been 
contributions of Hispanics and African Americans since the Europeans landed on this 
continent. If it wasn’t for the involvement of African American and Hispanics, the 
country and the world would not be what it is today. (Geraldo Pena) 
Making Connections through Multiple Forms of Knowledge Building 
Springfield is one of the poorest communities in the state of Massachusetts. A 
review of newspaper articles about the city will almost certainly yield an alarmingly high 
number of references to the poverty and the lack of financial resources in the city. While 
the city’s financial crisis tells one aspect of the story, the teachers in the study find 
richness throughout the city. Although knowledge acquisition is usually confined to 
traditional research using literary texts or electronic sources, these teachers inform their 
practice by tapping into the wealth of knowledge possessed by members of the 
community. Moll (1992) refers to these knowledge sources as funds of knowledge. 
These teachers immerse themselves in the lives of the community to enhance their 
learning. This theme underscores the ways that teachers reported their personal and 
professional knowledge. Some immersed themselves in the local community, others 
found immersion experiences abroad valuable to their development. Teachers who make 
connections by utilizing communities as funds of knowledge see teaching and learning as 
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overlapping. At times they are teachers, other times they are learners, and sometimes they 
are both. They do not see their students’ cultures as a deficit but rather as assets from 
which teachers can benefit. 
Multiple Forms of Knowledge Building Cipher 
Studying abroad in Madrid helped me with my language acquisition. What really 
helped me with the Latino kids is just coming to the community and being there full time 
and forcing myself to speak Spanish, no matter what I sounded like. I didn’t sound Puerto 
Rican with my college Spanish, so their lending an ear really helped me along. I have to 
attribute a lot to the parents and the kids; they helped me a lot. I got a lot out of just living 
among that community. It was great. (June Hamilton) 
Learn your students. Learn their cultures. We’re supposed to be educators, which 
means we are life-long learners. Life-long learning isn’t simply about staying abreast in 
your topic area. You need to know who is in front of you. You need to know what the 
best practices for reaching those children are. Not everyone has an IEP [Individualized 
Education Plan] in front of you that is going to say make these modifications and this is 
what should be the result. It doesn’t work that way. You need to go out. Go out into the 
community. Go visit Puerto Rico; it is a beautiful place. I’ve been. I want to go back. (Ed 
Black) 
In this school, I have the opportunity to bring parents in the classroom. I have 
talked to the principal, and she agrees with that and it is good for my parents to come into 
our class. This morning I had parents from Guatemala that came here and shared. This 
only happens because I have this initiative. If it depends on the principal, they never 
would have families in the classroom. That is not promoted. Love your students and try 
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to get acquainted with the families and tap into the richness that they are bringing to our 
school everyday. Many times teachers see the kids’ language and culture as a barrier or 
bad thing. That’s not love. Love is supporting who they are and getting them to where 
they need to go. That’s love... The kids learn because they want to learn and I think that 
sometimes we can be too pretentious by saying that we teach. I see teaching as a 
relationship that you establish with someone else that God put in your way. In this 
relationship you give and take, and the students learn from you and you learn from them. 
The parents learn from you and you learn from them. The parents learn from the students 
that you work with. (Adelaide Morales) 
They helped me with my language. They helped me start to sound how I should 
sound when I am speaking. They were there when I needed them. Their situation most of 
the time, quite frankly, was tough. The children that I work with often come from tough 
situations, but for some reason there is always a little something extra that they can give 
you, and they do so willingly. That makes me very happy. (June Hamilton) 
I really try to connect with parents and work with the parents to make them feel 
more comfortable and I think a lot of times I want them to instantly trust me and it 
doesn’t happen that way and I realize that. That I’ve got to really work to put myself out 
there, make myself vulnerable, and make mistakes. One of the things that I have found is 
that I always try to do something to bring the parents in and get to know the families and 
who I am working with. So a large part [is] just listening to them and asking questions 
and talking with them and going in the neighborhood and visiting the neighborhood and 
talking with people and NEON [North End Outreach Network]. Talking with people at 
NEON, has informed kind of my understanding. (Mario Cummings) 
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I think in some ways as a school where we might be failing is in really finding 
ways to bring parents in. Right now what we have is teachers like myself who will work 
all day with kids, being asked to come after school maybe once in awhile to work with 
parents is not enough, it’s not going to happen. I think that the school system has to really 
reach out to families in an educational setting. (Sara Silver) 
As a White teacher in a predominantly Hispanic school, I need to recognize that 
in many ways my background and upbringing are different. If you don’t realize that I am 
coming from this place and I don’t know what it is like for these students, you are going 
to be lost. The kids aren’t going to like you because you are coming in here with 
arrogance. I don’t know how a lot of these kids live but I try to listen to them and I try to 
understand. (Jessica Helmsley) 
If you break down the word education it means to draw from. So, in other words, 
kids already have a lot of knowledge, and it is a teacher’s job to get it out of them. Not to 
just put it in them and regurgitate it later. Teachers need to know their [students’] 
community. (James Talbert) 
Making Connections through Hybrid Culture 
Teachers who make connections through hybrid culture acknowledge the 
importance of race and ethnicity but also address other variables that influence culture 
and identity. One example of a hybrid culture that I refer to often in my work is Hip- 
Hip/urban culture. Many of the teachers addressed its prominent role in the lives of urban 
students. They labeled hybrid culture as evident in language practices, patterns of dress, 
nonverbal communication, and music. These teachers don’t solely limit their views of 
culture and culturally responsive pedagogy to race and ethnicity. Rather, they also see the 
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intersections of race, ethnicity, class, geographic location, gender, language, popular 
culture, and youth culture that take place when diverse individuals come together. They 
even internalize these models. For example, Ed Black describes the era in which he grew 
up by citing a feud between two rappers Tupac Shakur and Notorious B.I.G. as a point of 
reference and then describes the current culture in the city by citing a more recent battle 
between two rappers, Fifty-cent and Ja Rule. These teachers draw upon hybrid cultural 
models like Hip-Hop to inform their teaching practices. When possible, they immerse 
themselves in the various sources from which students draw to create their identities. It is 
also important to note that their lives are also representations of hybrid cultures. They 
have shaped their biographies/ life stories in a way that they no longer can be confined to 
a metaphorical box that identifies them in a one-dimensional way. Their biographies 
challenge the essentialization and reification of race and culture. As a result they create 
new, hybrid cultures in their classrooms that are responsive to the needs of urban 
students. 
Hybrid Culture Cipher 
Where did I come from? I don’t know. It is funny because I think that when 
people see me now and see who I am they get very confused some times. Like the kind of 
music I listen to... I listen to a lot of Black gospel. I go to a Spanish-speaking church. I 
speak Spanish fluently. I don’t have a typical American accent that everybody makes fun 
of. So if people look at me they are kind of like.... We are six or seven months into the 
school year, and my kids are still going, “Miss, you’re White?” (Jessica Helmsley) 
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I listen to hip-hop and R & B, and a little Reggeton, and I’m getting into a little 
alternative music. I think that the music can help make me a more worldly person and it 
helps put me in touch with all my students, not just one group of students. (Ed Black) 
In terms of urban, you need to know a lot about a lot of different people—Latinos, 
different language backgrounds. You need to prepare teachers to teach a variety of 
different types of students and addressing their cultures and not just their academic 
ability. This includes race and ethnicity. (William Soto) 
I used to watch Yo! MTV Raps. Now I watch the Basement with Big Tigger. I 
record the videos because the music is usually edited for swears. I would bring it into 
class and turn the picture off and let them hear the music. This allowed me to walk 
around with the remote and control the pace at which they worked. They got a lot done. 
(Geraldo Pena) 
I think teachers need to know a little bit about the culture and backgrounds of 
groups, but I don’t think that’s sufficient to understand who a particular child is or in a 
particular classroom and their particular circumstances and background. I think they need 
to know who they are and how that plays out in the classroom and the values that they 
have and how that plays out in the classroom and everything about their identity and how 
that plays out and is that congruent with the kids in front of them or is it different? As a 
group, as identities of different groups is that congruent or different? Male or female, 
along racial lines, so they can bridge the gap or change pedagogically what they’re doing 
to make it more culturally competent and congruent with what they do to make kids more 
successful in the classroom. (Mario Cummings) 
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I think that my students’ culture, the way I identify it is the way that I identify 
myself because I came from this neighborhood. It is urban. Latino, just under middle- 
class to poor. You can see that there is a mixture of cultures. There are a lot of similarities 
there between Latinos and African Americans. You can see it in the way they talk, the 
way they dress, the music they listen to, the way they interact with each other. It’s urban 
culture. Just look at the way they shake hands here versus some place that is not urban. 
It’s different. That’s obvious. That is something that I would definitely attribute to my 
student’s cultural identities. (William Soto) 
In terms of specific cultures, there are several. There is the Latino culture, the 
African American culture; there is the Caucasian culture. There is also a very prominent 
urban, hip-hop culture with the school and the city. Everyone is running around with all 
this fake jewelry screaming out this person is disrespecting me and since we have this 
disagreement I have to handle it this way. The latest accessory in school now is people 
trying to come in with plastic water guns in school to pretend that they are part of this 
cultural wave with, and not to put anyone out there, but Fifty-cent. Fifty-cent has had a 
major impact on kids in the city of Springfield. Everyone was running around a couple of 
summers ago like Fifty-cent this and Fifty-cent that. I’m down with G-Unit. It is 
absolutely crazy, but you have a group of young minorities who have millions of dollars. 
They are flaunting and flashing it, and it is something that has been going on for years but 
this is very enticing to the students. It is very welcoming to them and that is a huge part 
of their culture also. Trying to get that quick money or emulate what they are seeing in 
music videos. Now... It is not a whole lot different. It’s still beef. Different faces. Same 
thing. Now you have, maybe on a smaller level, Fifty-cent and Ja Rule going at each 
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other and they are actually using Tupac’s and Biggie’s lyrics to go at each other. While 
there isn’t a whole East Coast West Coast beef, there is still that fear. While gangs have 
sort of ebbed a little bit, there is still a rise of everyone representing their block, their 
neighborhood. There is still that anger. There is still that wanting to be respected and you 
are going to do whatever it takes to be respected. (Ed Black) 
I was talking to this woman at the concession stand, who was actually giving free 
stuff to my kids because she liked them so much, and she started telling me what great 
work I’m doing and all that stuff which is good. I appreciated the compliment. Then she 
started telling me how she was a court advocate for kids at Putnam. One day she was over 
there and there was a fire drill, and she wondered how we were able to do all that we do 
with our kids because most of them look like criminals. I asked her, “Why do you say 
that? Why do you say they look like criminals?” She started saying it was because of how 
they dress and stuff like that. She saw my kids in their uniforms. I said, “My kids dress 
like that. You might have been looking at some of these guys.” You can’t judge them 
because of the way they dress because that is the style. (William Soto) 
In terms of the culture of the kids, there is definitely a hip-hop culture. The hip- 
hop culture plays a huge part. You can see it in how the kids dress. Not that that means 
they are not good kids. They dress the part. They talk the part. They will say, “Yo, 
What’s up dog?” I’m like “Excuse me. What did you call me?” [Laughs] "Hip-hop 
culture is huge in the building. I remember last year during Black History Month... Kids 
don’t normally listen to morning announcements. They just don’t want to hear it. We had 
this paraprofessional in charge of announcements for the month. She would put on a rap 
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song like I Know I Can” by Nas or something like that. You should have seen the kids 
man. They kids were loving it. That is huge for these kids. (James Talbert) 
There are 5 African students and about 65 Puerto Rican students. This year I don’t 
have any Dominicans or other Latin Americans. They love Reggeton. Reggeton is big. 
One of the kids had a club house CD. That is from way back. They were like, “this is 
hot.” Reggeton is their big thing. Rap. “Fitty” cent. Salsa and merengue not so much. 
Maybe every now and then they bring it in. But the main music is Reggeton. Except for 
my Somali kids. They bring in their Somali stuff.... There is more than racial and ethnic 
culture. There is urban culture too. You can definitely see urban/popular culture in the 
class and the community. Rap and Reggeton are huge. That is a kind of culture. There are 
different levels of culture. A lot of these kids speak Ebonics or a Puerto Rican form of 
Ebonics. The kids sometimes call it “ghetto-Spanish.” Like an Ebonics in Spanish. 
(Jennifer Helmsley) 
Making Connections through Representin’ 
Representin’, a core concept forwarded in this dissertation, was defined by all of 
the teachers in the study. In addition, they narrated throughout our conversations a need 
to act on behalf of their students. However, the concept as explored here and expressed 
by the teachers in the study goes beyond speaking on behalf of a particular group of 
people. These teachers see their role as doing whatever they have to do to ensure that 
their students get a quality education that will help them reach their life goals. June 
Hamilton acknowledges the magnitude of her actions taken up on behalf of her students 
and notes, “If I am breaking the law [by using Spanish to teach my students], then I am 
breaking the law.” Representin’ connotes a different level of commitment to students 
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than is commonly conceived. Teachers who represent put the needs of their students 
before policies that may harm them. They openly criticize policies they believe will have 
a negative impact on their students and do everything they can to help them. There are 
various ways to represent. The following cipher explores some of the ways teachers 
represented and addresses the question what does it mean to represent for Latino 
students? 
Representin’ Cipher 
Represent means to be a voice for, an advocate for. Represent for them means to 
be an advocate for them, to make sure they are not ostracized and pushed to the side and 
treated as “other than.” I’ve seen that. Not only the students... but you have ELL 
teachers teaching Math. They need to be in the department meetings. They need to have a 
grasp of the curriculum and the professional development of every other Math teacher in 
the building because they have to teach those kids. (James Talbert) 
That’s why we have question 2. They are not getting the language support they 
need and they are not getting the content knowledge they need either. We are not allowed 
to teach the content in Spanish. I do, but I know that I could get in trouble. It goes back to 
individual teachers. (Jennifer Helmsley) 
It means I am there for my students. I am going to be the model for my students. 
That is really important for me. I transmit high expectations for my students just like their 
parents. I think we need more Latino teachers here that are capable to sacar la cam para 
nuestras estudiantes. We desperately need these types of teachers willing to speak up for 
their students and be advocates for them. (Adelaide Morales) 
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To be there for them. To recognize where they are, who they are, and where they 
need to go. You can’t dispute the facts and figures that you mentioned earlier. The drop 
out rate and the fact that we don’t have more representation of Latinos in higher 
education or in the profession, or in the community where there is one Latino city 
counselor and no ward representation. To represent is for them to know that I am there 
with you and for you and I want to help in any way that I can. (June Hamilton) 
It means to be proud of your heritage. To exude pride. To be passionate about 
who you are as a person—who you are culturally. It means to not be phony. Pull no 
punches and be real with students. Sometimes you need to address them in the vernacular 
that they use and are around. You are genuinely here to help them out. You have to know 
what you are talking about. I am not a buster or a wanksta. You are not going to get over 
on me. I have been playing the game too long. No frontin’. (Geraldo Pena) 
To represent for Latino students means to acknowledge and accept their culture 
and to try to make connections to that culture. I am not Puerto Rican, and I know I’m not, 
but I can still appreciate that culture, enjoy that culture, and take pride in that culture and 
talk about it. If I have a bunch of Puerto Ricans in my class, I can talk about it. I can talk 
to them in Spanish. (Crystal Castro) 
I think representin’ is like being an ally. I think being an ally means doing all 
those things like standing up but also listening to the kids in front of you or the people of 
color that you work with and validating their experience and not being so blown away 
when sometimes you make a mistake and you don’t do it right. Or you make a mistake 
but you learn from those missed opportunities or whatever. So absolutely I would say that 
I can represent in those terms. (Mario Cummings) 
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Caring about them, showing them you care. Standing up for them. When they 
need you, you are there. When they need someone to listen to them, you are there. When 
a teacher is treating them unjustly, don’t be rude to the other teacher, but standing up for 
them. When they are in the right, say they are in the right. Tell the administration what is 
going on. Defend them. Knowing you have their back helps them out. (Jennifer Helmsly) 
As far as part of the school, it is an issue that is in the margin. It is there, but it is 
always in the margin. You have a group of students who are there but really don’t have a 
voice. They don’t feel any power in the school. I think representing for Latino students is 
to finally bring them from the margins into the center of that dialogue and to really make 
them empowered within the school so that they really have some input and output of 
what is going on in the school. So that they can contribute to it and benefit from it. 
(William Soto) 
Chapter Summary 
In this chapter I presented my analysis of the Represent(ations) from Chapters 4 
and 5. As a result of applying the hybrid methodology described in Chapter 3,1 
documented the emergence of 6 themes (Language, Shared Community Membership, 
Students and Families as Funds of Knowledge, Hybrid Culture, Representin’) addressing 
a variety of ways teachers made connections with students. An analysis of each is 
supported by ciphers, which I define as a fusion of various teachers’ voices that 
collectively address a concept. Chapter 7 will present the findings from the analysis of 
Represent(ations) in this chapter, address the implications of the findings, and suggest 
recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 7 
REWIND, PLAY, PAUSE, AND FAST FORWARD: 
FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
This chapter explores the findings from my analysis of the teacher 
Represent(ations). In keeping with the hybrid methodology that draws on hip hop/urban 
culture, I begin by “rewinding” to review the purpose of the study and document the 
process leading up to this chapter. I then figuratively press “play” and address the 
findings that emerged as a result of analysis discussed in Chapter 6 and address how they 
lay the foundation for the additional findings included in this chapter. I then revisit the 
research questions proposed in the first chapter and present findings that address them. 
After discussing each of the findings, I “pause” to address implications related to it. I 
then “fast forward” to make recommendations for future research in the area of urban 
teacher preparation. Finally, my conclusion addresses how my work builds on existing 
research in the field, draws from the experiences of the participants, and forwards my call 
for a reconceptualization of teacher preparation with a special emphasis on fostering the 
development of culturally connected teacher identities among teachers. 
Rewind: Recapping the Journey 
The purpose of this study was to critically examine the evolution and 
development of the identities among a selected group of teachers identified as exceptional 
teachers of Latino students. In Chapter 1,1 forwarded “cultural connectedness” as a new 
framework for the implementation of culturally responsive practices, which are discussed 
in Chapter 2. In that chapter, I presented an overview of culturally responsive pedagogies 
and addressed the shortcomings of current models. Most significantly, I challenged the 
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premise that culture is defined primarily in terms of race or ethnicity. Such a view fails to 
recognize many of the other variables that influence individual identity development. I 
posited that one of the sites from which many urban students draw to enact their identities 
is Hip-Hop/urban youth culture. In an effort create a “culturally connected” methodology 
and to give cache to that discourse community I created a methodological approach that I 
call Represent(ations)—discussed in Chapter 3.1 conceptualized Represent(ations) both 
as a product—ethnographic case study-like narratives created using the participants 
responses to interview questions—and a hybrid process for data analysis. The method 
draws from the work of Nieto (2004) (ethnographic case studies), Seidman, (1998) 
(coding and clustering themes), Miles and Huberman, (1994) (cross-case analysis), and 
Lather (1991) (“recycling”). Chapters 4 and 5 presented Represent(ations) of Home¬ 
grown teachers—those participants bom and/or raised in Springfield- and Transplanted 
teachers—teachers who either came to Springfield to teach in the district respectively. 
Chapter 6 included an analysis of the data using the hybrid methodology described 
earlier. The data were clustered into five themes, and each theme was briefly discussed 
and supported by ciphers—hybrid collections of participant responses that address a 
similar theme. 
Play: Addressing the Research Questions 
In this section I discuss the study’s major findings based on the Represent(ations) 
presented in Chapters 4 and 5 and the analysis and ciphers included in Chapter 6 by 
responding to the research questions addressed in this dissertation. After presenting 
several findings, I “pause” to address an implication drawn from them. I will briefly state 
each implication and then develop them more fully in a later section. After each 
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implication I will offer a recommendation for future research. To close the chapter, my 
conclusion will unpack how cultural connectedness fits into the greater discourse of 
teacher preparation. 
Addressing Research Question 1: Getting Connected 
The first question I posed in this research project was what does it mean to be 
culturally connected, and how does the theoretical conceptualization of culture in this 
framework relate to culturally responsive pedagogy? My understanding of what it means 
to be culturally connected is informed significantly by my research with the ten teachers 
in the study. While I believe the participants are all, in diverse ways, culturally 
connected, what follows is not an exclusive or complete account but rather a general 
commentary based on a limited experience with a small group of teachers. That is, there 
are probably views on what it means to be culturally connected that did not come up in 
the study but are nevertheless worthy of consideration for future research. 
First and foremost, it is important to note that the term culturally connected or 
even just the word connection was not included in the interview protocol (See Appendix 
A). However, the 10 participants collectively used the word connection, or some other 
form of the word (i.e., connecting or connect) more than forty times in the course of the 
interviews, meaning that the concept of making connections arose, on average, more than 
four times per interview. Participants described their lives and their roles as teachers in 
various ways, but making connections was a dominant theme throughout the data. 
Although five of the teachers in the study are teachers of color who work almost 
exclusively with students of color (because of the school demographics), they noted that 
sharing racial/ethnic aspects of their biographies with students was not sufficient for 
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being an effective teacher. That is, for example, being Latino does not, in and of itself, 
make you a good teacher of Latino students. It is the connections that teachers make, 
which may, in part, address racial and ethnic identity that are central to their work. 
The findings discussed here are not presented with the intention of offering a rigid 
rubric for “good urban teacher preparation.” Rather, they were created to offer various 
perspectives and examples of personal and professional development activities that have 
the potential to inform the creation of teacher identities that are culturally connected, 
influence teaching practices, and allow teachers to represent for Latino students. It is also 
important to view the Represent(ations) and subsequent analysis and findings in the 
context of this study. One might conclude from the teachers’ stories that urban teacher 
preparation is solely a personal endeavor undertaken outside of higher education and 
district-based professional development efforts. On the contrary, I suggest that teacher 
identity development is one aspect of the changes that need to occur to improve the 
quality of urban public education. 
The findings presented here address commonalities among the teachers in the 
study. I do not think that all culturally connected teachers become so the same way. 
However, I do think much can be learned by examining multiple ways of making cultural 
connections and make recommendations based on their experiences and as analyzed in 
this chapter. Again, these findings are not meant to serve as a rubric or checklist for 
becoming culturally connected or to present the notion of culturally connectedness as a 
trait that one can acquire in one course after a certain amount of time. Rather I 
conceptualize becoming culturally connected as a process in which teachers are 
constantly engaged. Therefore, what follows are descriptions of some of the ways 
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teachers work toward becoming culturally connected. 
Making Connections through the Curriculum 
Finding 1: Culturally connected teachers create culturally responsive curriculum. 
The teachers noted they transformed the district prescribed curriculum to include learning 
experiences that are connected to the lives of their students and the larger communities in 
which they participate, hence, making it culturally responsive. Sara Silver speaks to the 
importance of using literature written by diverse authors and including diverse characters 
to help her connect with her students and to engage them academically in the class 
content. William Soto and Geraldo Pena talk about addressing the experiences of Puerto 
Ricans in their social studies classes, which, according to several participants, is not 
addressed in the district curriculum standards. They think flexibly about the district 
prescribed standards and infuse content that specifically addresses the experiences and 
identities of their students. 
The teachers in the study practice many of the content principles/instructional 
examples of culturally responsive pedagogy as outlined by Irvine and Armento (2001). 
The principles include: 1) inclusiveness—including students’ cultural histories and voice 
into the curriculum, 2) alternative perspectives—presenting multiple views on a topic or 
event, 3) diversity and commonalities—teachers highlight not only the differences among 
people but also the commonalities that people share, and 4) student constructed 
examples—teachers encourage and create space for students to create metaphors and 
examples that contribute to their understanding of a topic. In sum, the teachers transform 
the curriculum to make it culturally responsive as a way to engage students in the 
learning process. 
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Finding 2: Culturally connected teachers address sociopolitical factors in their 
students' lives. The teachers in the study also stress the importance of addressing 
sociopolitical factors that impact the lives of urban students in their classrooms. They see 
addressing such issues as mutually enriching—they benefit as much as their students do. 
They see themselves as working with students as opposed to working for students or on 
their behalf. Many of the teachers reported the system is not set up for their students to 
succeed. In fact, many, including Mario Cummings, Crystal Castro, and William Soto, 
went as far as to say they system was purposely set up to contribute to their students’ 
failure. They see addressing issues of equity and social justice as part of the role of urban 
teachers. Again, this approach is viewed not only as potentially liberating for their 
students but also beneficial to themselves. 
In part as a result of a nationwide push for “accountability” in schools, many 
teachers have internalized the discourse of high stakes testing and have adopted rhetoric 
that positions families and students as being solely responsible for educational outcomes. 
While these teachers acknowledge that students have some sense of agency, they also are 
quick to point out the sociopolitical factors that impact the academic success, or lack 
there of, of Latinos students in urban schools. They know that schools do not exist in a 
vacuum. Students’ lives are impacted by social and political factors that permeate society, 
and their affect on students does not end when they enter the school building. Teachers 
who address the sociopolitical context of education view education itself as a highly 
political process that often marginalizes individuals and communities who lack political 
and economic power (Nieto, 2004). 
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Cochran-Smith (2004) proposes that teacher preparation programs train teachers 
to “teach against the grain” and challenge assimilationist notions of teaching and 
practices such as high-stakes testing that may be harmful to students. She contends that 
teachers should be taught as part of their training as teachers how to teach to promote 
social justice and equity—a major theme in the work of the participants. However, none 
of the teachers in the study cited learning how to address sociopolitical factors that affect 
their students in their teacher education programs. Rather, they learned it on their own 
outside of higher education. Perhaps, if institutions that prepare teachers address some of 
concerns raised by Cochran-Smith (2004), other scholars (Darling-Hammond, French, & 
Garcia-Lopez, 2002; Duncan-Andrade, 2005, Vavrus, 2002b; Nieto, 2000a) and the 
teachers in this study, the experiences (educational and otherwise) of students might be 
positively transformed. 
Additionally, the stories of the teachers in this study and their references to 
teaching for social justice are echoed by the stories of other exemplary teachers as well. 
Michie (2005) shares the stories of five teachers who are working to create positive 
change in urban schools. They too have at the heart of their work a passion for addressing 
social justice issues with their students. Teaching for social justice, as Michie (2005) 
notes is not a new phenomenon. Taking up the anti-racist struggle as an integral part of 
education and schooling was a central aspect of the work of many African American 
teachers in the segregated south. Teaching was seen as a means toward liberation and 
making changes that superceded the boundaries of the school. This struggle is carried on 
today by the teachers in this study. 
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Hybridity and the “C” in CRP (Culturally Responsive Pedagogy) 
Finding 3: Culturally connected teachers affirm hybrid cultural identities. These 
teachers acknowledge the multiple influences on the lives of their students and adjust 
their teaching based on that knowledge. For example, many of the teachers named Hip- 
Hop/urban culture as a major influence on the lives of their students. Several of the 
teachers are well versed in the discourse of the Hip-Hop/urban community and use this 
information to make important links with students to promote their academic 
achievement. Several of the teachers, in particular the younger participants in the study, 
described the culture of their students not only in racial or ethnic terms but also as urban. 
Others spoke of a culture of poverty. Often the teachers expressed complex, 
multidimensional understandings of culture and how it is manifested by their students. 
Therefore, being culturally responsive, for the participants, involves more than 
responding to limited aspects of the students’ identities. 
McCarthy (1998) unpacks the complexity of identity, the uses of culture, and the 
limits of ethnic affiliation in his work. Using postcolonial theory as a framework, he 
addresses how identities are shaped by a multitude of factors and are more complex than 
individual categories such as ethnic affiliation. Acknowledging the many sites from 
which students draw to create their identities allows the teachers in the study to develop a 
more complete understanding of their students’ identities and affirm them. 
Finding 4: Culturally connected teachers adopt hybrid teacher identities. The 
teachers in the study do more than comment on the hybrid nature of students’ identities. 
They themselves acknowledge that their identities are similarly complex as a result of 
their experiences. In her representation, Jessica Helmsley shares that her students are 
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confused about how she can be a White person, yet share multiple memberships in 
communities of which they are members. She, like other White teachers in the study, 
“performs” (Howard, 1999) whiteness differently than other White teachers in their 
school building. She has adopted an identity that goes beyond narrow perceptions of 
identity based solely on race. 
Also exemplifying the development of a hybrid identity, Adelaide lived in Puerto 
Rico for most of her life, but to connect with her students she needed to learn about 
“Mainland” Puerto Rican (sometimes referred to as Nuyorican) identity. She also became 
adept at understanding Guatemalan culture to foster the development of relationships 
with her Guatemalan students. Even when the teachers in the study have had limited 
experiences with cultural communities, they try to learn as much as they can and view 
reality from multiple perspectives. Such as a stance is described by Nieto (2004) as 
becoming a multicultural person. 
Language 
Finding 5: Culturally connected teachers create space for the use of multiple 
languages. Several of the teachers in the study stressed the importance of creating space 
for students to assert their identities through language. They acknowledge the importance 
of supporting students’ use of diverse languages including Standard as well as non¬ 
standard forms of English and Spanish—as well as any switching among languages. The 
participants felt that, especially under the climate of Question 2, that restricts students’ 
language use in the classroom, it is even more imperative to create space for students to 
speak “their languages.” 
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The teachers in the study viewed creating space for students to speak languages 
other than English as vital to their academic and social development. One teacher related 
students gathering to speak in Spanish to the story of black students reasserting their 
racial identities by sitting together in the cafeteria in Tatum’s (1997) Why Are All of the 
Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria ? And Other Conversations About Race. The 
teacher acknowledged that for much, if not all, of the school day students are forced to 
operate in their second language, and because she valued bilingualism, she wanted her 
students to have opportunities to use and develop their native languages. Other teachers 
cited the work of Cummins (2000) and Krashen (1999) to underscore the importance of 
English Language Learners developing academic proficiency in their native language as a 
means for aiding in the acquisition of the second language. 
Finding 6: Culturally connected teachers are language learners. Seven of the ten 
participants nominated as exceptional teachers of Latino students are fluent Spanish 
speakers. They not only see the value of others speaking languages other than English, 
they value communicating using another language themselves. When asked what new 
teachers need to know to be effective urban educators, many of them named proficiency 
in another language and not necessarily content related knowledge or specific 
pedagogical strategy. While teachers often make a significant financial investment in 
their formal education, learning another language, I argue, is a significant level of 
investment in their personal and professional development that goes deeper than finances. 
Of the seven teachers who are fluent in Spanish, four did not have parents or 
family members who spoke Spanish to assist them in their language development. 
Instead, they studied the language in school and actively sought out opportunities for 
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them to use their new language. Jennifer Helmsley, June Hamilton, Crystal Colon, and 
Sara Silver all spent significant amounts of time in Latin American countries. They 
participated in “study abroad” programs, engaged in community service activities, 
worked, and vacationed in countries where they were immersed in the Spanish language. 
Although their travel is now somewhat limited by the fact that they all work full-time, 
they still search for opportunities in local Spanish-speaking communities to speak 
Spanish and increase their level of proficiency in the language. 
Addressing Research Question 2: Writing and Re-writing Your Autobiography 
The second question that guided this dissertation asks how do culturally 
connected teachers construct their biographies and use that knowledge to inform their 
teaching practices? That is, what experiences have they had and in what types of 
activities do they actively engage to develop their life stories, and how does that 
information influence their work? As noted in the analysis of the data in Chapter 6, a 
connection to the community was a salient theme across the autobiographical accounts of 
the teachers experiences framed in the Represent(ations). In addition, the teachers 
stressed that their professional development was inextricably linked to their personal 
development and was a life-long endeavor. The choices they make that inform their work 
as teachers also impact other areas of their lives. They are constantly engaged in 
transformative experiences that shape their life stories/autobiographies. Just as their 
students are constantly evolving, these teachers stress that they too must continue to re¬ 
write their autobiographies. 
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Community Connection 
Finding 7: “It’s All Hood”—Culturally connected teachers make community 
connections. The phrase “It’s All Hood” is a play on the phrase “It’s All Good”—a 
popular expression among urban youth to connote an emphasis on the neighborhood or 
group they are representing. Rather than seeing themselves as “outsiders” foreign to the 
experiences of their students, the teachers in the study found ways to become “insiders” 
and share memberships in various communities with their students. Instead of studying, 
as William Soto noted, a group of people from a distance like an anthropologist might, 
these teachers immerse themselves in various communities and are participants rather 
than solely observers—demonstrating a different level of investment in the community. 
Eight of the ten teachers currently live in the city of Springfield. They have invested in 
the city financially by purchasing homes, paying taxes, and spending money in the 
community. Those teachers who have or had school age children when they were 
teaching in the district also invested their children in the system. Their approach 
challenges the notion of White and middle-class flight to the suburbs. All middle-class 
professionals, although of diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, they have willingly 
chosen to become members of the Springfield community. Furthermore, they participate 
in activities in the community (church, children’s sports leagues, community-based 
organizations) and interact with their students on their “students’ turf.” Consequently, 
they experience first-hand some of the multiple sites from which students draw to create 
their identities. They not only observe those metaphorical sites, but often they share 
membership in those groups and also draw from them to inform their own identities. 
Hence, they share experiences and aspects of their personal identities with their students. 
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Finding 8: Culturally connected teachers share membership in socially 
constructed communities with their students. All of the participants address the 
importance of valuing students’ languages and speech patterns and creating space for 
students to communicate using the languages of their choice. But the commitment of the 
teachers goes beyond affirming students’ use of language and, for many of the teachers in 
the study, it involved learning another language and using it with their students. Speaking 
the variety of languages that students appropriate to communicate with their families and 
friends allows teachers who also speak those languages to make connections in ways that 
many monolingual Standard-English speaking teachers cannot. In many ways, speaking 
their students’ languages privileges teachers and allows them to enter, as mentioned in 
the previous section, new socially constructed communities of which their students are 
members. Minimally, the teachers are bilingual or second language learners, like many of 
their students, and share identities as such. Several teachers in the study who where not 
raised in Spanish-speaking homes (Crystal, Jessica, Jane, and Sara) became proficient in 
the language and acknowledge its importance in their lives and in their work as teachers. 
Jessica Helmsley highlights the way her bilingualism has shaped her identity as a person 
who, like her students, is “mad bilingual.” She believes that her students can be 
successful language learners because of her own experience learning another language. 
Ed Black’s Represent(ation) highlights how he re-defines the concept of family 
with his students. He tells a story about how students develop family-like bonds with 
him and he with them. He commented that some students even referred to him as their 
“cousin,” a concept Ed contends is popular in African-American culture. He also 
personally identifies with his students. When asked to describe his students he 
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responded, “I work with myself and my friends.” His comments connote a shared 
experience with his students. He was a student in the district and still can identify with 
that experience. It is a bond that unites them. 
Adelaide Morales and Jennifer Helmsley are both active in their churches and 
work with youth formally and informally through their respective churches. They share 
membership in a faith community of church-goers with some of the students in the 
district. William Soto is the coach of a school wrestling team in the district and shares 
membership as a part of the team with his students. All of the teachers in some way share 
membership in at least one socially constructed community with their students. 
Multiple Forms of Knowledge Building 
Finding 9: Culturally connected teachers engage with various academic texts and 
are life-long learners. Seven of the teachers in the study had Master’s degrees and three 
are currently enrolled in graduate programs in education. They are “highly qualified” 
teachers and content specialists. Furthermore, several of the teachers commented on 
engaging in professional development workshops—those offered by the district and 
others provided by professional organizations of which they are members—as a way to 
constantly work to improve their practice. Many of the participants spoke about using 
their own financial resources to pay for books, conference and workshop registration 
fees, and materials to enhance their professional development. The three teachers who did 
not have graduate degrees were all currently enrolled in graduate programs. 
Teachers in the study referred to several academic texts in our conversations 
including Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 1970/2000), Savage Inequalities (Kozol, 
1991) Affirming Diversity: The Sociopolitical Context of Multicultural Education (Nieto, 
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2004), City Schools and the American Dream: Reclaiming the Promise of Public 
Education (Noguera, 2004) and The Conspiracy of Ignorance (Gross, 1999). Several 
cited the works of Jim Cummins, Stephen Krashen, and James Crawford, leaders in the 
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field of bilingual education, as having informed their understanding of language 
acquisition. Overall, the participants were well versed in the literature regarding 
multicultural education and language acquisition. Many of the teachers stated they spend 
much of the “free time” reading literature that informs their work as teachers. Even the 
teachers who have completed all of the requirements for professional license status 
continue to engage with academic texts to support their development as professionals. 
Finding 10: Culturally connected teachers view students and families as funds of 
knowledge for school learning. In addition to valuing the knowledge produced in 
traditional academic communities, the teachers in the study also viewed their students 
and families as sources of valuable knowledge from which they can draw to improve 
their practice as teachers. According to the participants, the knowledge they gain from 
working with students and their families is as, if not more, important than the knowledge 
they gain from books or college/university coursework. These interactions are not 
confined to the classroom where teachers may wait for parents to enter and then ask them 
questions. Rather, the participants in the study engage with parents and students— 
personally and professionally—in their neighborhoods, at their homes, and during events 
in the community. Mario Cummings commented on learning about aspects of Puerto 
Rican culture by attending quinceheras (“Sweet Fifteen” celebrations) and participating 
in other aspects of community life. Similarly, June Hamilton commented on how the 
families with which she works helped her in her second language development. The 
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knowledge they gain is used personally by informing their identities and professionally to 
inform their practice as teachers. 
Finding 11: Culturally connected teachers embody the concept of representin’. 
Representin’, a core concept forwarded in this dissertation, was defined by all of the 
teachers in the study. In addition, they narrated throughout our conversations a need to 
act on behalf of their students. However, the concept as explored here and expressed by 
the teachers in the study goes beyond speaking on behalf of a particular group of people. 
These teachers see their role as doing whatever they have to do to ensure that their 
students get a quality education that will help them reach their life goals. June Hamilton 
acknowledges the magnitude of her actions taken up on behalf of her students and notes, 
“If I am breaking the law [by using Spanish to teach my students], then I am breaking the 
law.” Representin’ connotes a different level of commitment to students than is 
commonly conceived. Teachers who represent put the needs of their students before 
policies that may harm them. They openly criticize policies and practices they believe 
will have a negative impact on their students and do everything they can to help them. 
They represent in ways that are congruent with how urban youth use the term. 
Defining the characteristics of effective urban educators, Duncan-Andrade (2005) 
categorizes three types of teachers—Gangsters, Wanksters, and Riders. He describes 
Gangster teachers as teachers who are selfish and don’t truly care about their students. 
Wangsters, according to him, are teachers who are phony—they are pretending to be 
something they are not. Their interests in the students is not genuine but rather an attempt 
to “score points” with students. Riders are teachers who have the best interests of the 
students in mind and act on that interest. They are invested in the lives of their students 
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and see their students’ success and/or failure as a reflection upon their teaching. Riders 
advocate with and for their students and challenge hegemonic practices that are harmful 
to their students’ academic and personal growth. Riders represent for their students in 
ways demonstrated by the teachers in this study. 
Finding 12: Culturally connected teachers collectively forward a critique of 
teacher preparation. Many teacher preparation programs have been slow to respond to the 
need for teachers for urban schools. Teacher preparation in many colleges and schools of 
education has been generic—producing a prototypical teacher with universal teaching 
skills that can be supposedly implemented in any setting. The teachers in this study 
challenge the notion that good teaching anywhere is good teaching everywhere—a 
mantra promoted by many teachers and teacher educators. The teachers in this study 
address the shortcomings of teacher preparation as it relates to preparing teachers for 
urban schools and make suggestions for possible improvement. They criticize the lack of 
diversity among teacher preparation faculty, stressing the need for more faculty members 
of color and teacher educators with experience teaching in urban settings. Their critique 
covers a wide range of issues related to teacher education including a lack of focus on 
urban schools in teacher preparation curricula and the need for pre-service teachers and 
the college teachers who prepare them to spend more time immersed in urban 
communities. 
The critique forwarded by the participants is echoed by Ladson-Billings (2005) 
who interviewed well-known African-American teacher educators regarding their 
experiences in “the Big House” —a metaphor taken from the discourse regarding slavery 
to refer to institutions of higher education. The experiences of the teacher educators in 
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her study highlight the struggles of educators of color trying to transform institutions (i.e. 
higher education, schools, government, etc.) that have not always acted in the best 
interest of marginalized people. The African-American teacher-educators interviewed 
each share their vision for teacher preparation. Collectively, they all call for more 
attention to be paid to addressing issues of social justice and diversity. Similarly, the 
teachers in this study comment on the narrow scope of teacher preparation programs and 
the struggles to survive as pre-service teachers in the academy. Just as the teacher- 
educators in Ladson-Billings study (2005) serve as a counternarrative to the one-size fits 
all approach to teacher preparation, the teachers in this study also promote an alternative 
vision for teacher preparation shaped by their experiences as pre-service teacher 
candidates and as in-service teachers in urban schools. 
Implications 
In this section I will explore the implications of my research and how they address 
my third and final research question—what are the implications of the culturally 
connected framework for institutions of higher education that prepare teachers? How can 
the biographies of current classroom teachers in this research project influence policies 
and practices in higher education to better prepare future teachers to meet the educational 
needs of students of color in urban schools? 
Revising Teacher Preparation for Urban Schools: Challenging Hegemonic Practices 
Approximately three decades ago Bowles and Gintis (1976) concluded that 
schooling in the United States exists to reproduce class and race-based stratification. I 
would argue that many teacher educator programs are producing teachers—knowingly or 
unknowingly—who help maintain this hegemony. Challenging hegemonic practices in 
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public schools as well as in the academy was a characteristic of culturally connected 
teachers demonstrated by several of the participants. If teacher preparation programs are 
currently constructed in ways that stifle the development of culturally connected teachers, 
then it follows that teacher preparation programs and professional development efforts 
may need to be revised to create a shift in the way teachers are prepared. 
The voices of the teachers in the study suggest that teacher preparation programs 
should expand their scope to address fostering the development of culturally connected 
identities among teachers. As they are currently conceived, teacher preparation programs 
place significant emphasis on content knowledge, curriculum development, and “best 
practices” in curriculum delivery/ pedagogy, and there is very little directed at identity. 
The new vision would include emphasis on affirming the home language of English 
Language Learners, foreign language acquisition, personal identity development, raising 
“critical consciousness,” and other issues addressed by the participants. 
In Massachusetts, as in many other states, teacher candidates need to pass a 
battery of tests before they can receive a teaching license. One of the tests addresses basic 
literacy skills the state believes a teacher needs to be effective. Another addresses the 
content to be taught by the prospective teacher. I have taken both types of licensure 
exams, and I have worked as a reviewer to the testing company that created the test. 
Based on my experiences, I have never encountered any questions on any of the tests that 
I have taken or reviewed that address how teachers might modify their approaches based 
on the context in which they teach and the students with whom they work. The tests are 
also void of any specific questions about the sociopolitical context of education. Many 
teacher preparation programs in Massachusetts, and several other states, have made the 
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exams part of the criteria for entrance into education licensure programs. Students failing 
to pass the exam are not allowed to continue in the program. The focus on high-stakes 
testing in teacher preparation programs demonstrates how colleges and universities are 
“buying in” to the testing craze that has swept the state and the country (Kohn, 2000; 
McNeil, 2000). If teacher preparation programs are organized around getting students to 
pass these tests, how does that type of preparation help pre-service teachers develop the 
knowledge and identity characteristics that were identified by the participants as essential 
aspects of their work as urban educators? Therefore, teacher preparation programs need 
to consider placing more emphasis on helping teachers develop the personal 
dispositions—in addition to the focus on content knowledge and pedagogy that already 
exist in most programs—that will allow them to make connections like those expressed 
by the participants in this study. 
The task of teacher educators working to create this change is complicated by the 
fact that the majority of faculty in teacher education programs have not been teachers in 
urban districts and, in many ways, may be disconnected from students of color and urban 
communities. So as the narrow focus of teacher preparation is broadened to address, 
among other things, identity development and raising critical consciousness among pre¬ 
service teachers, simultaneous efforts to assist teacher educators in their own personal 
and professional development in this area may be needed. Perhaps teacher educators can 
engage in experiences with pre-service teachers in urban communities that inform their 
work as well. For instance, teacher educators could be given release time from their 
duties to be able to teach a class at a local K-12 school, or they can use an extended leave 
or sabbatical to teach for a year in a public school. Reconnecting with K-12 students and 
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the work of teachers could inform their practices and perspectives regarding teacher 
education. 
Many of the teachers in the study voiced frustration with teacher educators 
supervising pre-service teachers in field placements in their classrooms. They claimed 
that the faculty supervisors offered very little practical information for pre-service 
teachers and that as a result they were unprepared to enter the profession. If teacher 
preparation programs are going to dedicate themselves to improving the way they prepare 
teachers, they might want to rethink the role of faculty members to possibly include 
release time for them to work in schools and get re-acquainted with what it is like to be a 
classroom teacher. Reconceptualizing the role of faculty in teacher preparation programs 
may aid in the development of more culturally connected teachers for urban schools. 
Restructuring Teacher Preparation for Urban Schools: Getting Out of the Ivory Tower 
If, as suggested by the participants, teachers need to actively construct their 
identities based on experiences in the community, then perhaps teacher preparation 
should be more connected to urban communities. More specifically, teacher educators 
may consider community engagement and participation, inviting community members 
into courses, and creating genuine “town-gown” partnerships as a possible means for 
achieving that goal. 
Pre-service teachers spend the majority of their preparation in classrooms at their 
institutions of higher education. When they do engage in “fieldwork,” it is typically 
confined to schools. While spending time in schools is a vital component of teacher 
preparation, I echo the participants’ call for pre-service teachers to engage in community 
work outside of schools. They suggest that teacher candidates work with students and 
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families in non-school settings and develop a broader understanding of the communities 
and individuals with which they will work. 
In order to cultivate these experiences for teacher candidates, it may be helpful for 
institutions of higher education to develop partnerships with community-based 
organizations. Mario Cummings cites his experiences with the North End Outreach 
Network as contributing greatly to his understanding of the community in which he 
teaches. Such an experience would seem like a logical precursor to student teaching 
experiences in the community. One of the ways teachers in the study made connections 
with their students was by adopting a view of their students and families as funds of 
knowledge and utilizing them as valuable resources in their development. Similarly, 
schools of education could adopt a similar view and thus become more culturally 
connected themselves. 
Developing partnerships between institutions of higher education local 
communities should be undertaken with caution not to fall into what Eisler and Loye 
(1990) refer to as the “dominator” model of social relations. That is, because members in 
the partnership have a disproportionate amount of resources and power, it may be 
difficult for the partners to engage with each other as equals. Effective partnerships 
would be more egalitarian in nature, and possibly reflect the kinds of relationships with 
community members embodied by the participants in the study. 
Additional structural changes could address modifications in teacher preparation 
curricula to include a more concerted focus on urban education and issues related to 
cultural diversity and social justice. Furthermore, with so few teachers nationally who 
speak languages other than English, coupled with the projected increases among students 
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for whom English is a second language, that there is a need to include a larger language 
component to teacher preparation. Based on the experiences of the participants, I would 
suggest teacher preparation programs create opportunities for students to immerse 
themselves in diverse language communities here and/or study abroad. As they are 
currently structured, many teacher preparation programs are very credit intensive to meet 
all of the university’s and state’s requirements. As a result, there is very little flexibility 
for students to develop other interests and pursuits that can inform their work as teachers. 
One of the first structural changes for teacher preparation programs the 
participants suggested was more coursework addressing issues of diversity and, more 
specifically, urban education. They contend that teaching in an urban setting is a distinct 
experience that merits study. In addition to adding individual courses, teacher preparation 
programs need to consider addressing issues of diversity throughout the curriculum 
because often, stand-alone courses are seen as “add on’s” instead of core aspects of the 
curriculum. These courses also often focus solely on modifying course content to address 
issues of representation in the curriculum. While issues of representation are definitely 
important, it is also imperative to see multicultural education as part of a larger 
movement for social justice. Teachers need to be trained regarding how to address these 
issues themselves and with their students. Similarly, teacher educators should also be 
committed to addressing issues of power and equity—named by several of the 
participants as central aspects of their practice. National and local educational reform 
efforts—as well as changes to teacher preparation—should place themselves within a 
broader social movement that challenges policies and social structures that subordinate 
individuals and communities with whom they may work. 
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Reconceptualizing Teacher Preparation for Urban Schools: Shades of Ebony in the Ivorv 
Tower 
Institutions of higher education are often referred to as the “ivory tower.” While 
the metaphor did not originate to describe the racial texture of the institution, extending 
the metaphor to include race is in many ways apropos. Approximately ninety percent of 
pre-service teachers enrolled in teacher preparation programs across the country are 
White. In addition, U.S.-born minorities, particularly Latinos and African Americans, 
continue to be underrepresented among academic faculty across the country. While they 
comprise more that one-quarter of the United States’ population. Blacks and Latinos 
account for only 8% of all faculty at U.S. colleges and universities (American Council on 
Education, 2004). Consequently, the overwhelming majority of teacher preparation 
faculty are White. Most teacher licensure candidates have very little exposure to students 
and faculty of color in their classes. Many of the White teachers in the study suggested 
that they learned much about themselves and their students from people of color. 
Addressing the recruitment of diverse students and faculty may help pre-service teachers 
introduce diverse perspectives into the preparation of teachers and possibly create cross- 
cultural experiences that may benefit future teachers. 
Prior to the Brown decision of 1954, the teaching staff in many segregated schools 
was comprised primarily of Black teachers. Fifty years later, as schools are more racially 
segregated than they were at the time of Brown, there are proportionately fewer teachers 
of color in the profession (Futrell, 2004). This is due in part to an increase in educational 
and professional opportunities for racial and ethnic minorities, and a limited pool of 
potential teachers due to the high dropout rates among students of color. As options 
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broaden for people of color, we can no longer—nor should we if we could—rely on 
discrimination to fuel the supply of teachers of color. If diversifying the teaching force is 
a goal, from which people of color as well as Whites benefit, then the active recruitment 
of people of color into the profession should be part of the mission of teacher preparation 
programs and district based teacher recruitment efforts. Colleges and schools of 
education can create programs to recruit, support and train students of color for teacher 
preparation programs. 
Similarly, teachers of color and all effective teachers in urban schools need to be 
encouraged and supported to assume faculty positions in schools of education that train 
teachers. The participants all cited a lack of diversity among the faculty—both 
racial/ethnic diversity and teaching setting diversity (i.e., urban, suburban, and rural)—as 
shortcomings in their teacher preparation. They contend their preparation would have 
been more effective had the faculty been more diverse. Just as a pipeline needs to be 
created to draw students of diverse backgrounds into the teaching profession, a pool of 
qualified teacher educators of diverse backgrounds is just as vital to the improvement of 
teacher preparation. 
Revisiting Exemplary Teachers of Latino Students: Seeds of Hope 
The Represent(ations) of the teachers in the study were divided into two chapters- 
Home-grown and Transplanted teachers. The plant metaphor reflects the ability of 
teachers to establish “roots” in the communities in which they teach. The voices of the 
teachers in this study shared through the Represent(ations) are hopeful in that they 
suggest that any teacher, despite their racial/ethnic background, native language, place of 
birth can become culturally connected. Becoming culturally connected is, for these 
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teachers, an active, life-long endeavor that shapes who they are as individuals and as 
teachers. 
In the Community Cipher in Chapter 6, teachers spoke to the importance of 
making connections with the community. They offer straightforward advice to new 
teachers: “get to know the community.” If one of the things that teachers identified as 
exceptional do is establish roots in the communities in which they teach, then perhaps 
licensure programs should include community engagement as part of teacher preparation. 
Although this might be easier for teachers looking to teach in their home communities, it 
is important to address how teachers looking to “transplant” themselves might go about 
establishing community connections. The Represent(ations) of “Transplanted” teachers 
presented in Chapter 5 highlight some of the ways the teachers in the study were able to 
make these connections. Explicit attention should be given by teacher educators to learn 
about communities. The process of acquiring the skills and dispositions can take on many 
forms such as integrated assignments into courses, adding a community engagement (as 
opposed to just service) project, or modifying fieldwork requirements to create some of 
the experiences the teachers shared that allowed them to become connected to the 
community in which they teach. 
Fast Forward: Recommendations for Future Research 
Future research in the area of teacher preparation may want to draw from the 
implications described earlier in the chapter. Briefly reiterated, the implications from this 
research project include: 1) Revising teacher preparation for urban schools: Challenging 
hegemonic practices, 2) Restructuring teacher preparation for urban schools: Getting out 
of the ivory tower, 3) Reconceptualizing teacher preparation for urban schools: Shades of 
231 
ebony in the ivory tower, and 4) Revisiting exemplary teachers of Latino students: Seeds 
of hope. 
Researchers looking to improve the quality of teacher preparation may want to 
build upon this study to include the perspectives of urban students regarding culturally 
connected teachers. Including student voices might add another dimension to the 
foundation established here and add insight into current practices in teacher preparation. 
It might also be interesting to study administrators and explore some of the practices that 
characterize culturally connected administrators. 
In addition, researchers in Human Services and other related fields may seek to 
explore the applicability of cultural connectedness to the preparation of individuals for 
those professions. They may ask questions such as: Is the development of culturally 
connected identities solely an endeavor undertaken by teachers? If not, how do 
professionals engaged in work outside of education shape their biographies to become 
culturally connected? Future work may explore the broader implications of becoming 
culturally connected and the role of K-12 schools to promote this aspect of education for 
all students. 
As researchers in the field of teacher preparation draw upon the recommendation 
to “get out of the ivory tower,” they may want to explore the multiple ways classroom 
teachers, students, community members and others can inform the practice of teacher 
preparation. More specifically, future researchers may want to address the role and 
responsibility of institutions of higher education placing teachers in communities and 
ways to make these relationships more mutually enriching. 
The notion of positioning members of urban communities as scholars and 
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valuable sources of knowledge may also be a potential research project to be undertaken 
by teacher educators. At various points throughout this dissertation I have emphasized the 
importance of including the voices of teachers and students of color. For a plethora of 
reasons, institutions of higher education do not reflect the racial and ethnic composition 
of the country. Therefore, researchers may want to continue to explore the development 
of pathways into higher education—both for undergraduate and graduate students as well 
as for the professoriate and higher education administration—for people of color. 
Finally, researchers in the future may want to engage in the study of how teachers 
choose the communities/districts in which they teach and how teacher educators can help 
promote urban districts as valuable work sites for teachers who have very little exposure 
to urban communities. Future research may want to examine how teacher preparation 
programs can help facilitate the crossing of cultural boundaries that may increase the 
number of quality teachers in urban schools. 
Conclusion: The Remix 
Many of the participants in this study suggested that teacher preparation programs 
did very little, if anything at all, to prepare them to work in this context. Rather, they 
suggest that it has been through their life experiences—or autobiographies—created 
almost exclusively outside of institutions of higher education that they have learned about 
working in an urban context. Given the insights shared by the teachers in the study, 
promoting a reconceptualization and restructuring of teacher preparation programs seems 
like a logical conclusion. 
There have been many scholars who have addressed this issue and shared insights 
into how to better prepare teachers to work with students of diverse backgrounds. For 
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example, Cochran-Smith (2004) and Duncan-Andrade (2005) stress the importance of 
teachers, as a part of their professional roles, addressing issues of social justice and equity 
in their work. Nieto (2003a) explores teaching as autobiography—highlighting the 
personal nature of professional journeys into teaching. Gay (2003) and Ford (1999) 
explore the personal traits such as critical self-awareness and cultural knowledge that are 
central to becoming effective multicultural educators. Vavrus (2002b) specifically 
addresses the multicultural education of teachers and calls for a transformation in the way 
teachers are prepared. 
My work here builds on and is influenced by the work of all of these 
researchers—as well as others—but it is also forwards a unique contribution to teacher 
preparation shaped by my research and the voices of the teachers in the study. In many 
ways it is a remix. A remix is a new version of an existing song. Often the lyrics and the 
beat or background music are changed to create a new song that is related to, yet 
significantly different from the original song. Although the original song may have been 
well-received and widely popular, the remix allows for the artist to consider new ways to 
address a topic and is often broadened by the inclusion of additional artists on the track or 
song. Frequently, artists creating remixes use the remixed song as an opportunity to 
respond to issues raised by other artists or songs or comment on events that have taken 
place since the release of the original song. The remix is a fitting descriptor for my work 
and is in keeping with my theoretical framework which combines aspects of 
postmodernism and Hip-Hop/urban culture. There are several concepts that have been 
remixed throughout the dissertation. 
First, my research remixes the work of previous scholars addressing teacher 
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preparation and cultural diversity. As noted in chapter 2 and earlier in this section, there 
is a dearth of research addressing the preparation of teachers. I have immersed myself in 
that body of literature and have combined what I have learned with the knowledge that I 
have gained from the participants to create new understandings regarding the preparation 
of teachers. This new, remixed perspective is not, as of yet, included in the discourse 
regarding teacher preparation. However, it presents serious implications for consideration 
by teacher educators preparing teachers to work with students of diverse backgrounds. 
Second, I have positioned my work within the larger umbrella of research 
addressing what I refer to as culturally responsive pedagogies. However, it is not a easy 
fit because, as a result of my “remixed” understanding of the culturally responsive 
framework as informed by my research, I argue here for a broader conceptualization of 
culture and more fluid and porous understandings of identity than are currently promoted 
in the CRP literature. Although I have a great deal of respect and admiration for the 
researchers in this area and their work, I suggest that culture—a central aspect of 
culturally responsive pedagogies—is often essentialized and narrowly conceived within 
this community. Remixing culturally responsive pedagogies, as I have done here, may 
help teachers who draw from this body of knowledge become more responsive to the 
various ways that culture is manifested among their students and the multiple sites from 
which students draw to create their cultural identities. 
Third, throughout the dissertation I have struggled to balance forwarding the 
voices of the participants and finding the appropriate opportunities to insert my own 
voice. In many parts of the dissertation they overlap and are interwoven, thus, creating 
another remix. The insights into teacher preparation that I have gained and am sharing in 
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this dissertation are a product of multiple “voices” coming together to create a new 
voice—one that is not completely that of specific participants and one that does not 
completely belong to me. I suggest that this new collaborative voice, shaped as a product 
of our diverse experiences, offers a unique perspective into teacher preparation that has 
the potential to inform policies and practices within institutions of higher education. 
Finally, the culturally connected framework as I have conceptualized it is a remix 
that draws from the multiple sites highlighted above. It builds on previous work, 
addresses new concerns, and responds to changes in the ways that students are 
constructing their identities. The teachers nominated for this study were identified as 
exemplary teachers of Latino students. I posit that what made them so was their ability to 
develop culturally connected identities. The connections that were made were not solely 
connections to “Latino” culture but rather connections to the multiple sites from which 
Latino and other students draw to create their identities. As such, culturally connected 
teacher identities are fluid and can be developed by any teachers regardless of their race 
or ethnicity and used to inform their teaching practices in any setting. Although an 
emphasis was placed on urban culture as a hybrid identity category, I still have concerns 
regarding the quality of education Latino students in urban schools receive. My 
hopefulness about the ability of teachers to become culturally connected is tempered by 
the grim reality that Latino students face—poorly funded schools, segregation, 
unprepared teachers, elimination of bilingual programs, racism and xenophobia (to name 
a few). If in-service and pre-service teacher preparation programs are going to address 
issues related to the education of Latino students, they need to find a way to support 
teachers in the development of culturally connected identities that inform their teaching 
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and allow them to represent for Latino students. 
APPENDIX 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Teacher Autobiography 
How do you identify yourself racially/ethnically? 
How old are you? 
How long have you been teaching? 
Why did you decide to be an urban educator? 
Describe your experiences as a student. 
Describe the community in which you teach. 
Describe the community in which you grew up. 
Describe the community in which you currently live. 
How important are issues of race/ethnicity in your life? 
What experiences have helped prepare you for your work in the Springfield Public 
Schools? 
What kinds of activities do you engage in when you are not working in the school? 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
Tell me about the students with whom you work. 
What do others say about the students? 
Describe your teaching philosophy. 
How important do you think issues of race/ethnicity are in the lives of your students? 
How would you describe your students’ cultures, the culture of your classroom, the 
culture of your school, the culture of the Springfield Community? 
What aspects of students’ identities do you think need to be affirmed? 
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Are there things that you know about your students that other teachers don’t? Explain. 
What are some of the ways that culture influences teaching and learning? 
What do you think teachers need to know about themselves to be effective teachers? 
What are some of the things teachers need to know about their students to be effective 
teachers? 
What are some of the things that are important to your students? 
What are the aspirations Latino families have for their children? 
In general, the performance of Springfield students, especially Latino students, has not 
been as good as one would hope. For example, Springfield has the highest dropout rate in 
the state and Latinos account for the highest percentage of dropouts. What do you think 
are some of the reasons for their lack of success in schools? 
Teacher Preparation for Urban Schools 
Tell me about your undergraduate (and graduate) teacher preparation. Were issues of 
“diversity” addressed? How? 
How would you describe the faculty in your teacher preparation program? 
(How) were you prepared for working in urban schools? 
How do you feel about the statement: Good teaching anywhere is good teaching 
everywhere. 
What experiences have you had that have influenced/informed your work with urban 
students in general and Latino students in particular? 
Do you think that teacher preparation programs are doing a good job of preparing teacher 
to work in urban schools? 
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If you were asked to be a consultant for a teacher preparation program that wanted to 
better prepare teachers for the challenges of teaching in an urban district, what would you 
tell them? 
If you could give advice to a new teacher stepping in to your job—or a similar job what 
would you tell that new teacher (fresh out of teacher prep program). 
Do you aspire to become a teacher educator at a college or university? Why or why not? 
In a prior study a student stated he thought his teacher was effective because although he 
was Black, he was still able to “represent” for Latino students. What do you think it 
means to “represent” for Latino students? 
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